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“The arts and sciences are essential to the prosperity of the state and to
the ornament and happiness of human life. They have a primary claim

to the encouragement of every lover of his country and mankind.”

George Washington
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Foreword

H1s HISTORY of the National Endowment for the Arts attempts to
give a concise, documentary account of the agency’s major activities over the past
forty-three years since its creation by the United States Congress. The book provides
not only an authoritative survey of major programs and influential personnel, but
also examines the complex and evolving role of the agency in the cultural and politi-
cal life of the United States during that time. The history of the Arts Endowment is
an eventful and sometimes controversial one, to be sure, and we have sought to pres-
ent its many achievements and difficult episodes with candor, clarity, and balance.

Many hands have contributed to the book. Early drafts were prepared by Stephen
Schwartz, Jon Parrish Peede, and me, with careful review and revision by Eileen
Mason, Larry Baden, Ann Guthrie Hingston, Karen Elias, Felicia Knight, Tony Chau-
veaux, Patrice Walker Powell, Michael Faubion, and Victoria Hutter. Other NEA staff
including Gigi Bolt, Tom Bradshaw, Shana Chase, Mario Garcia Durham, Maryrose
Flanigan, Carrie Holbo, Sunil Iyengar, David Kipen, Leslie Liberato, Pennie Ojeda,
Jeff Speck, and Paula Terry contributed to the book. Ellen Grantham led the editorial
team in the book’s final stages, assisted by Laura Bradshaw, Michael Dirda, Jr.,
Michael Kettler, Eleanor Steele, and Jena Winberry. Don Ball managed the book’s
production.

I would like to thank all the previous NEA chairmen, whose memoirs, papers,
speeches, and publications offered a wealth of information and perspective. Many
former employees and associates were interviewed for the book, including Anne
Arrasmith, Ann Meier Baker, Ed Birdwell, Gigi Bradford, Linda Earle, Henry Fogel,



Leonard Garment, Jay Gates, Adrian Gnam, R. Philip Hanes, Jr., Omus Hirshbein,
Murray Horwitz, James Ireland, Arnold Lehman, Margaret M. Lioi, Rick Lowe,
Robert Martin, Nancy Netzer, Brian O’Doherty, Earl A. Powell 111, Peter Prinze,
Ralph Rizzolo, Marc Scorca, Patrick J. Smith, A. B. Spellman, Andrea Snyder, Ana
Steele, Jac Venza, William Vickery, and Joseph Wesley Zeigler.

As the project progressed, we decided to add several sections focusing on the
Endowment’s impact on six key fields in the arts. Written by the NEA directors of
each discipline, these chapters highlight programs, policies, and influence of the
National Endowment of the Arts in each area. Several individuals helped the direc-
tors prepare these chapters, including David Bancroft, Court Burns, Wendy Clark,
Carol Lanoux Lee, Janelle Ott Long, Juliana Mascelli, Anya Nykyforiak, Georgianna
Paul, Katja von Schuttenbach, Mary Smith, Jan Stunkard, Jeff Watson, Laura Welsh,
and Alice Whelihan.

Mark Bauerlein
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PART |

The HISTORY of the NEA



Introduction

HE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS—the NEA—is a
unique agency in the panoply of federal institutions. Created by the Congress of the
United States and President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1965, the NEA was not intended
to solve a problem, but rather to embody a hope. The NEA was established to nurture
American creativity, to elevate the nation’s culture, and to sustain and preserve the
country’s many artistic traditions. The Arts Endowment’s mission was clear—to
spread this artistic prosperity throughout the land, from the dense neighborhoods of
our largest cities to the vast rural spaces, so that every citizen might enjoy America’s
great cultural legacy.

The National Endowment for the Arts differs greatly from the prior federal arts
programs established earlier under the Works Progress Administration (WPA) with
which historians have most often compared it—the Federal Arts Project and Federal
Writers’ Project. These New Deal programs were created in the 1930s to employ job-
less artists and writers during a national economic crisis. Out of the 15 million
unemployed victims of the Great Depression, nearly ten thousand were artists. New
Deal administrator Harry Hopkins defended federal support for artists by saying,
“Hell, they’ve got to eat just like other people.” In many instances the Federal Arts
Project and similar efforts associated with it, such as the photographic work of the
Farm Security Administration, bolstered President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s political
vision of how the nation would recover from economic devastation.

By contrast, the Arts Endowment was created neither to provide work for the unem-
ployed nor to deliver a political message. The idealistic optimism expressed at the



birth of the NEA was very different from the hope
for restoration of American prosperity during the
Depression. In the NEA’s case, hope bore no con-
nection to despair, but functioned purely as an
exaltation of the spirit.

The distinctive origins of the federal arts pro-
grams of the New Deal and of the National Endow-
ment for the Arts were reflected in the kinds of art
with which each federal initiative was associated.

The New Deal programs produced art, most mem-

orably in the visual fields. Murals, such as those
A mural created by the Brandywine River by Thomas Hart Benton, and other paintings in a

School artists in the 1930s as part of the recognized style, some with a similar visual
Works Progress Administration (WPA).

The mural hangs in the John Bassett
Moore School in Smyrna, Delaware. art. Other artists not subsidized by these programs

(Photo courtesy of Smyrna School District)  echoed this style. A school of “WPA art” thus

became a major phenomenon of the New Deal

approach, became a hallmark of WPA-produced

era. Paralleling the political mission of WPA art in supporting New Deal programs,
such works also reflected a commitment on the part of many artists in that epoch to
collectivist values and the promotion of government in society. In 1940, President

Roosevelt spoke of the effects his arts policy initiatives had on the American public:

They have seen, across these last few years, rooms full of paintings by Americans,
walls covered with all the paintings of Americans—some of it good, some of it not
good, but all of it native, human, eager, and alive—all of it painted by their own
kind in their own country, and painted about things they know and look at often
and have touched and loved.

Neither the Arts Endowment nor the artists or arts administrators who advised
the agency over the past four decades have sought to align the NEA with a socio-
political agenda. Nevertheless, the NEA has some elements in common with that of
New Deal programs for artists and writers. The first and most obvious similarity is
that both strived to bring culture to the people. The second is that both endeavors
represented irreplaceable records of the intellectual and ideological challenges that
have gripped America. During the New Deal, the photographic scrutiny of Walker
Evans, Dorothea Lange, and others subsidized by federal arts programs did not turn
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away from the drama of America struggling to rise from economic deprivation.
Similarly, in America over the past 40 years, a wide range of works supported by the
NEA, as well as the occasional controversies that have accompanied its activities,
have reflected social and cultural changes in direct and illuminating ways. Few fed-
eral agencies can offer the public or future historians so thorough and eloquent a

record of American cultural development as the NEA.
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Pablo Casals performs for President John F. Kennedy, Puerto Rican Governor Luis Mufioz Marin,
and other distinguished guests in the East Room of the White House, November 13, 1961.
(Photo by Robert Knudsen, White House/John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library)



CHAPTER I

Hope and Inspiration

ITH THE ELECTION of President John F. Kennedy in 1960,
enthusiasm for America as a nation dedicated to the arts seemed poised to become a
widespread movement. Even before the election, at the end of the Eisenhower
Administration, a precursor of this new energy in the arts was witnessed when poet
Carl Sandburg and actor Fredric March addressed a Joint Session of Congress on
February 12, 1959 to mark the 150th anniversary of the birth of Abraham Lincoln.

At President Kennedy’s inaugural, on the steps of the U.S. Capitol, his Adminis-
tration’s commitment to creativity was symbolized by Robert Frost reciting a poem,
“The Gift Outright,” from the ceremonial dais. Though gusty winds that day ren-
dered him inaudible, the image was captured on television and stirred the public
imagination. The Abstract Expressionist painters Franz Kline and Mark Rothko,
whose works were anything but conventional, also attended the historic occasion.

Another prominent artistic moment associated with President Kennedy’s term
was cellist Pablo Casals’s performance at the White House in 1961. The Casals event
was notable in a number of ways, which President Kennedy emphasized in his open-
ing remarks. First, it was intended not only as homage to Casals, but to Puerto Rico
and its reforming governor, Luis Mufioz Marin. Second, President Kennedy pointed
out that Casals, who was 84 when he performed in 1961, had also played in the
White House for President Theodore Roosevelt in 1904. Finally, President Kennedy
alluded to Casals’s refusal to return to his native Catalonia, which was then under
the dictatorship of Francisco Franco. The President closed his remarks with the

words, “An artist must be a free man.”



At the end of 1961, President Kennedy further recognized the significance of the
arts to the national well-being when he sent Labor Secretary Arthur J. Goldberg to
settle a pay dispute between the Metropolitan Opera in New York and the American
Federation of Musicians. On announcing the resolution of the conflict, Goldberg
called for government subsidies to the performing arts and proposed that business
join with labor in supporting the arts.

A high point in the intellectual history of the Kennedy Administration involved
the French Minister of Culture, novelist, and essayist André Malraux. A flamboyant
and venturesome cultural figure from the 1920s through the 1970s, Malraux had
played host to the Kennedys when they visited France in 1961. The following year,
Malraux came to Washington, where First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy returned the
favor. A White House dinner for the French minister included performances by vio-
linist Isaac Stern, pianist Eugene Istomin, and cellist Leonard Rose. During his visit,
Mrs. Kennedy asked Malraux if France would be willing to allow Leonardo da Vinci's
Mona Lisa from the Louvre to be exhibited in the United States. Malraux assented—
to the shock and alarm of French diplomats, who considered the decision hasty. But
in January of 1963, Malraux returned to Washington to introduce “the greatest pic-
ture in the world,” which was displayed at the National Gallery of Art. The painting
was also shown at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and returned to
France aboard the SS United States on March 7. In the 27 days the Mona Lisa was on
display in Washington, DC, more than half a million people came to view it.

A New CONCEPTION

Notwithstanding the breadth of American creativity and the power of federal author-
ities, the United States had never established a permanent official body dedicated to
the proposition, enunciated by President Kennedy, that the nation has “hundreds of
thousands of devoted musicians, painters, architects, those who work to bring about
changes in our cities, whose talents are just as important a part of the United States as
any of our perhaps more publicized accomplishments.” To recognize their contribu-
tions to the United States, President Kennedy named August Heckscher, grandson of
a Gilded Age industrialist who founded the Heckscher Museum in Huntington, New
York, as his special consultant on the arts. Heckscher, described by the film critic
Richard Schickel as “humane, sweet-tempered, rational, and liberal-minded,” had a
long list of accomplishments outside the art world—a master’s degree in government

from Harvard, service with the Office of Strategic Services in World War II, member
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President John F. Kennedy meets with Special Consultant on the Arts August Heckscher and
Heckscher’s son in the Oval Office. (Photo by Robert Knudsen, White House/John Fitzgerald
Kennedy Library)

of the U.S. delegation at the United Nations conference in 1945, and chief editorial
writer at the New York Herald Tribune in the 1950s. After serving under President
Kennedy, he went on to be Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Affairs Commissioner for
New York City.

Heckscher completed the report, “The Arts and the National Government,” in
May 1963, and submitted it to Congress and the President six months before Presi-
dent Kennedy’s death. A few months earlier, in January, Senator Jacob Javits (R-NY),
with co-sponsors Senators Joseph Clark (D-PA), Hubert Humphrey (D-MN), and
Claiborne Pell (D-RI), had introduced S.R. 165 “to establish a U.S. National Arts
Foundation,” and in April Senator Humphrey had introduced S.R. 1316 “to establish
a National Council on the Arts and a National Arts Foundation to assist the growth
and development of the arts in the U.S.” Initial co-sponsors of S.R. 1316 besides
Clark, Pell, and Javits, were John Sherman Cooper (R-KY), Russell B. Long (D-LA),
Lee Metcalf (D-MT), Jennings Randolph (D-WV), Abraham Ribicoff (D-CT), and
Hugh Scott (R-PA). Supported by the Senate’s actions, Heckscher’s report led to the
establishment of the President’s Advisory Council on the Arts, the direct predeces-

sor of the current National Council on the Arts.
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President John F. Kennedy viewing a model of the National Cultural Center by its architect, Edward
Durell Stone (2nd from right), with future NEA Chairman Roger L. Stevens looking on (far left).
(Photo courtesy of the Kennedy Center Archives)

President Kennedy’s death delayed the appointment of members to the Advisory
Council. But his vision for the arts did not perish with him. At the time of Kennedy’s
assassination, a proposal was already in the works for a National Cultural Center in
Washington, DC. The project was launched in 1958, when President Dwight D.
Eisenhower signed the National Cultural Center Act—legislation authorizing con-
struction of a performance and educational space that would be independent and
privately funded. (President Eisenhower’s role in the project is memorialized in the
Eisenhower Theater at the Kennedy Center.) In 1961, Roger L. Stevens, who later
became the first chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts, was named
chairman of the board for the new performing arts center, which became The John
F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts—a national memorial to the late presi-
dent. Jarold A. Kieffer, the first board secretary and executive director of the project,
wrote in his 2004 memoir, From National Cultural Center to Kennedy Center, “With
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bipartisan support in the Congress, President Johnson . . . signed legislation author-
izing that the Center bear Kennedy’s name and providing a grant of $15.5 million in
public funds. Congress specified that this grant was to be matched by an equal sum
that the trustees had to raise from strictly private sources.”

President Kennedy’s legacy remained as much represented by Heckscher’s efforts
as by the new center. Significantly, Heckscher avoided discussing what America
needed from a federal agency for promotion of the arts. In a somewhat flat, govern-
mental tone, his report broached topics that would be non-issues in the first four
decades of the NEA, such as acquisitions for “government collections of art, public
buildings, American embassies,” as well as urban planning in Washington, postal
rates, copyright laws, employment of artists to memorialize military events and
space-exploration episodes, and a wide range of other official concerns.

Yet Heckscher’s report did identify the essential stimulus for the creation of a new
federal arts agency—the historical development in American society that propelled
the process to fruition. America in the 1960s was different from America at the end
of the nineteenth century, when its wealthy elite created many of the major cultural
institutions in the U.S., and different from America stricken by the heartbreak of the
Depression, when citizens needed reassurance that their collective dream could be
renewed. When Theodore Roosevelt hosted Casals at the White House, and the New
Deal hired artists and writers, impetus for such efforts came from above. Hecksch-
er’s report described an avid interest in the arts felt among the populace, and this
demand was fueled by growing prosperity and rising expectations. Heckscher wrote,
“Recent years have witnessed in the U.S. a rapidly developing interest in the arts.
Attendance at museums and concerts has increased dramatically. Symphony orches-
tras, community theaters, opera groups, and other cultural institutions exist in
numbers which would have been thought impossible a generation ago.”

Heckscher offered a simple explanation for these trends—namely, “increasing
amount of free time, not only in the working week, but in the life cycle as a whole.”
Heckscher paid due homage to President Kennedy’s ideal of an America that would
lead the free world to victory over totalitarianism. As Kennedy once said, “The life of
the arts, far from being an interruption, a distraction, in the life of a nation, is very
close to the center of a nation’s purpose.. . . and is a test of the quality of a nation’s civ-
ilization.” Most of all, the creation of the National Endowment for the Arts was
unquestionably a product of youthful energy and presidential leadership of the
1960s, reflecting a broader interest in the fine arts that began to flower in America
after the Second World War.

HOPE AND INSPIRATION ¢



America was changing profoundly, with more Americans attending college than
ever before. As baby boomers matured, so did America’s taste, habits, and mores.
Far from the traditional centers of culture, people were demanding a local presence
for music, dance, theater, and visual art. More and more, along with European immi-
grants who wanted classical culture, citizens were claiming the heritage of Walt
Whitman, Edward Hopper, Frank Lloyd Wright, Martha Graham, Louis Armstrong,
and other great American artists as their birthright, and they wanted access to music
education, dance performances, professional drama, and regional artists. The
National Endowment for the Arts, it turned out, would play a central role in heeding
that call.
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CHAPTER 2

A New World Beckons

FTER PRESIDENT KENNEDY'S DEATH in 1963, the mission
of founding a federal arts agency passed to Lyndon B. Johnson, who had credentials
as a world-changer in his own right. A southern Democrat, he had broken with the
tradition of his region and party to advocate for full African-American citizenship,
which he would finalize two years later with the signing of the Voting Rights Act of
1965. President Johnson was also the only American president to have served his
political apprenticeship as part of the New Deal. At the beginning of his career, he
was the director of the National Youth Administration in Texas, a New Deal agency
created to provide education, recreation, counseling, and part-time jobs to high
school and college youth. President Johnson carried forward the Rooseveltian tradi-
tion in the form of the “Great Society,” and quickly warmed to the task of establishing
a federal arts agency. He also clearly sought to maintain the youthful and sophisticat-
ed persona of the Kennedy Administration.

Soon after becoming President, Johnson named Roger L. Stevens as America’s
first full-time presidential arts advisor. Not only had Stevens served at the top level
on the project that became the Kennedy Center, but he was also a successful Broad-
way producer and a board member of prominent arts institutions. Stevens began
working for passage of a set of Congressional measures intended to realize the
visions of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. On December 20, 1963, after hearings
by Senator Claiborne Pell (D-RI), then-chairman of the Senate Special Subcommit-
tee on the Arts, the Senate passed S.R. 2379, which combined provisions of the two

earlier bills. Three weeks later, on January 8, 1964, Representative Frank Thompson



(D-NJ) introduced H.R. 9586 “to provide for the establishment of a National Council
on the Arts to assist in the growth and development of the arts in the U.S.” and H.R.
9587 “to provide for the establishment of a National Council on the Arts and a
National Arts Foundation to assist in the growth and development of the arts in the
United States.”

Senators Claiborne Pell, Hubert Humphrey (D-MN), and Jacob Javits (R-NY) were
major figures in modern American politics, and all represented the well-established
liberal strains of the Democratic and Republican leadership in the 1950s and 1960s.
All three espoused the vision of America as a dominant world leader in culture and
education. Senator Pell had overseen hearings on the proposed legislation begin-
ning in October 1963—Dbefore the death of President Kennedy—and concluding
after two months of debate. Senator Pell, known as a consistent supporter of Ameri-
can education, backed the creation of the National Endowment for the Humanities
as well as the NEA. He opened the 1963 hearings with a momentous statement: “I
believe that this cause and its implementation has a worldwide application; for as
our cultural life is enhanced and strengthened, so does it project itself into the world
beyond our shores. Let us apply renewed energies to the very concept we seek to
advance: a true renaissance—the reawakening, the quickening, and above all, the
unstunted growth of our cultural vitality.”

Senator Humphrey was the first to speak in the 1963 discussion on the Senate
floor. He had begun his career in elected office as a reforming mayor of Minneapolis,
taking leadership of the state’s Democratic-Farmer-Labor movement. Known as a
“fighting liberal,” he had worked for social betterment while also combating Com-
munist influence in Minnesota. He won his first Senate term in 1948; the same year,
he led a floor fight at the Democratic National Convention for a commitment to
African-American civil rights in the South.

Senator Humphrey’s tone during the 1963 hearings was characteristic of his
strong personal commitment, as well as his eloquence. He declared, “This is at best
amodest acknowledgement . . . that the arts have a significant place in our lives, and
I can think of no better time to place some primary emphasis on it than in this day
and age when most people live in constant fear of the weapons of destruction which
cloud man’s mind and his spirit and really pose an atmosphere of hopelessness for
millions and millions of people . . . if there was ever an appropriate time for the con-
sideration of this legislation it is now.” Senator Humphrey observed, “The arts
seldom make the headlines. We are always talking about a bigger bomb . . . I wonder

if we would be willing to put as much money in the arts and the preservation of what
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has made mankind and civilization as we are in . . . the lack of civilization, namely,
war.”

Senator Javits, a Republican, was no less a representative of moderate liberalism.
A friend of labor and civil rights, he embodied local reform traditions in the Empire
State—a practice that drew support across party lines. In the same 1963 Senate collo-
quy, he said, “Congress is lagging far behind the people in its failure to recognize the
national importance of developing our cultural resources through support of the
arts. It is high time that Congress took a real interest in this very essential part of our
national life. Our national culture explosion is reflected in the number of arts festi-
vals held this year, the growing number of new cultural centers in cities throughout
the country, and the increasing list of state and local governments who have set up
arts councils on the pattern of the New York State Council on the Arts.”

In the past, Javits noted, most support came from philanthropic organizations,
not from the federal government; but private funding was no longer enough. Fur-
thermore, Javits continued, “Almost every civilized country in the world provides
some assistance to the development of its art and culture.” He added, “Some of the
most renowned cultural institutions in the world would not be able to exist without
government support,” citing the Comédie-Francaise in Paris, the Danish Royal Bal-
let, the Old Vic Theatre in London, and the Vienna State Opera.

NATIONAL COUNCIL ON THE ARTS ESTABLISHED

Approval for the arts proposals was delayed in the House, but in August 1964, legis-
lation to establish the National Council on the Arts (NCA) passed the House of
Representatives by a vote of 213 to 135. The Senate adopted the bill the following day
on a voice vote. On September 3, the National Arts and Cultural Development Act of
1964 was signed by President Johnson, establishing the council with 24 members to
“recommend ways to maintain and increase the cultural resources of the nation and
to encourage and develop greater appreciation and enjoyment of the arts by its citi-
zens.” One month later, an appropriation of $50,000 was approved for the NCA.

In March 19635, the Rockefeller Brothers Fund issued a report entitled The Per-
forming Arts: Problems and Prospects (Nancy Hanks, a future chairman of the Arts
Endowment, was the project director). The publication maintained that federal sup-
port was crucial to the future of the arts in America. The first meeting of the National
Council on the Arts was held on April 9—10 at the White House and the Smithsonian
Institution’s Museum of Science and Technology. Council members discussed

A NEW WORLD BECKONS 1§



numerous issues, including revision of copyright laws, fine arts decoration of all
future federally financed buildings, annual awards for outstanding artists, assis-
tance to public television programming in the arts, improved cultural facilities and
programs in national parks, transfer of surplus property to nonprofit arts institu-
tions, and the recognition of museums and cultural centers as public facilities equal
in importance to libraries and schools.

The council established subcommittees for each artistic discipline. These sub-
committees came back with proposals to train professional arts administrators, to
provide direct support to dance companies and resident professional theaters, to
establish the American Film Institute, and to preserve oral traditions. The council’s
second meeting took place in Tarrytown,
New York, on June 24, 1965. At Tarry-
town, the recommendation was made
that creative artists be aided financially, to
release them from other employment so
that they might concentrate on creative

work.
A DISTINGUISHED ROSTER

The National Council on the Arts in 1965
counted among its members some of the
most distinguished and talented artists,
directors, and academics in the United
States. Appointed by President Johnson,
the first council included novelist Ralph
Ellison; Paul Engle, poet and longtime
director of the lowa Writers” Workshop;
actors Elizabeth Ashley and Gregory

Peck; Oliver Smith, theatrical designer,

producer, and painter; William Pereira,
architect and former film producer;

Composer/conductor Leonard Bernstein, violinist Minoru Yamasaki, architect; George
Isaac Stern, and president of the Metropolitan
Opera Association Anthony A. Bliss talk at one of the
first National Council on the Arts meetings in
Tarrytown, New York. (Photo by R. Philip Hanes, Jr.) stein; choreographer Agnes de Mille;

Stevens, Sr., film director and producer;

composer and conductor Leonard Bern-
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violinist Isaac Stern; sculptor David Smith; and newsman David Brinkley. By Febru-
ary 1966, the council had added four new members: Herman David Kenin,
president of the American Federation of Musicians, who stepped in following David
Smith’s death in May 1965; novelist John Steinbeck, who replaced David Brinkley
after work demands forced the journalist to withdraw; writer Harper Lee; and painter
Richard Diebenkorn.

Museum directors and organization leaders included René d'Harnoncourt, direc-
tor, the Museum of Modern Art; Albert Bush-Brown, president, Rhode Island School
of Design; James Johnson Sweeney, director, Houston Museum of Fine Arts, and a
leading historian of modern art; Anthony A. Bliss, president, Metropolitan Opera
Association; Stanley Young, executive director, American National Theater and
Academy; Warner Lawson, dean, College of Fine Arts, Howard University; Otto
Wittmann, director, Toledo Museum of Art; R. Philip Hanes, Jr., president, Arts
Councils of America; Eleanor Lambert, honorary member, Council of Fashion
Designers of America; Father Gilbert Hartke, Speech and Drama Department,
Catholic University of America; and, ex-officio, Dr. S. Dillon Ripley, secretary, Smith-

sonian Institution. Roger Stevens was named chairman.
EARLY STATE ARTs COUNCILS

During the same year the Arts Councils of America (ACA), later known as the
Associated Councils of the Arts, a precursor to the National Assembly of State Arts
Agencies, expanded and opened its first office in New York. Nancy Hanks, future
chairman of the NEA, played a key role in firmly establishing the ACA. Hanks was
a Southerner, and much of the work that culminated in the inauguration of ACA
had begun in North Carolina, where business entities in Winston-Salem had joined
a council to support the arts to improve the state’s national reputation damaged by
images of poverty and racial turmoil. A similar major business initiative took place
on a national scale in the fall of 1967, when David Rockefeller and other corporate
leaders inaugurated the Business Committee for the Arts. Chaired by C. Douglas
Dillon, who had served as Undersecretary of State under President Eisenhower and
as Secretary of the Treasury in the Kennedy Administration, and later as president
of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the committee aimed to devise strategies to
bring the business and arts communities into partnerships and more effective
forms of mutual support.

A NEW WORLD BECKONS 17



President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Arts and Humanities Act on September 29, 1965.
(Photo courtesy of the Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library)

AN AGENCY |Is BORN

On September 29, 1965, President Johnson signed the National Foundation on the
Arts and the Humanities Act establishing the National Endowment for the Arts and
the National Endowment for the Humanities. The Arts and Humanities Act includ-
ed language clearly reminiscent of the Kennedy-era pledge to enhance America as a
global exemplar: “The world leadership which has come to the United States cannot
rest solely upon superior power, wealth, and technology, but must be founded upon
worldwide respect and admiration for the nation’s high qualities as a leader in the
realm of ideas and of the spirit.”

That affirmation appeared in the “Declaration of Purpose” that Congress included
as the second section of the act. It further stated:

« “The encouragement and support of national progress and scholarship in the
humanities and the arts, while primarily a matter for private and local initiative, is

also an appropriate matter of concern to the Federal Government;
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« “A high civilization must not limit its efforts to science and technology alone but
must give full value and support to the other great branches of man’s scholarly and
cultural activity;

« “Democracy demands wisdom and vision in its citizens and . . . must therefore
foster and support a form of education designed to make men masters of their tech-
nology and not its unthinking servant;

« “The practice of art and the study of the humanities require constant dedication
and devotion and . . . while no government can call a great artist or scholar into exis-
tence, it is necessary and appropriate for the Federal Government to help create and
sustain not only a climate encouraging freedom of thought, imagination, and inquiry

but also the material conditions facilitating the release of this creative talent.”
THE FIRsT NEA GRANTS

With its first appropriations bill signed October 31, 1965, the Arts Endowment start-
ed its inaugural fiscal year with only eight months remaining, a budget of $2.5
million, and fewer than a dozen employees. The first NEA grant was made to the
American Ballet Theatre in December, when Vice President Hubert Humphrey pre-
sented the organization with $100,000. The New York Times critic Clive Barnes
wrote at the time, “History, or at least a tiny footnote to history, was made. . .. At the
home of Oliver Smith, co-director of American Ballet Theatre with Lucia Chase, the
first presentation of money was made by the National Council on the Arts.” The New
York Herald Tribune commented, “The Treasury of the United States has saved a
national treasure.”

Other initial grant recipients included:

« The Martha Graham Dance Company for its first national tour in 15 years;

« A pilot program in New York City, Detroit, and Pittsburgh entitled Poets in the
Schools;

« Choreography fellowships to Alvin Ailey, Merce Cunningham, José Limén, and
Paul Taylor.

The first complete series of grants was made in fiscal year 1967, with a budget of
nearly $&8 million. These early grants illustrate the great range of projects the Arts
Endowment has supported since its inception, as well as its expanding reach across
the nation. They included:

« In architecture, planning, and design: 11 grants were awarded, totaling $281,100,
to the Hawaii State Foundation on Culture and the Arts and the Lake Michigan
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The first NEA grant was made in 1965 to the American Ballet Theatre, shown here performing
Swan Lake. (Photo by Martha Swope)

Region Planning Council, among others;

« In dance: seven grants totaling $177,325, reaching companies as geographically
diverse as the American Dance Festival at Connecticut College and a Washington
State Arts Commission summer residency in the Pacific Northwest;

« In education: ten institutional grants and five awards, totaling $892,780, to col-
lege graduates of art programs;

« In folk art: one grant for $39,500 to the National Folk Festival Association, later
renamed the National Council for the Traditional Arts;
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- In literature: the first series of grants to 23 creative writers as well as grants to
nine literary organizations, totaling $737,010;

« In music: 18 grants totaling $653,858, to the Composer Assistance Program and
to recipients such as the American Choral Foundation, symphony orchestras in
Denver and Boston, and the New York City Opera to expand a program allowing
training and on-the-job experience for young singers and aspiring conductors;

« In public media: four grants totaling $788,300, in support of a range of educa-
tional television programs in the arts;

« In theater: 23 grants totaling $1,007,500, including awards for resident profes-
sional theaters such as the Tyrone Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis, Arizona
Repertory Theatre, Cleveland Play House, Actors Theatre of Louisville, and the Seat-
tle Repertory Theatre;

« In the visual arts, 6o individual grants and a range of other awards were given,
totaling $735,995. Visual arts grants included funding for public sculpture in
Philadelphia, Houston, and Grand Rapids, Michigan, as well as support for the Insti-
tute of Contemporary Art in Boston, the Amon Carter Museum of Western Art in
Fort Worth, and the Detroit Institute of Arts.

In the fall of 1966, regional panels had begun convening to discuss the first NEA
grants to visual artists. The New York panel included Metropolitan Museum curator
Henry Geldzahler; painter Robert Motherwell; critic Barbara Rose; and sculptor
George Segal. Segal had previously denounced the concept of a governmental pro-
gram to fund the arts as resembling “Soviet-type” manipulation of culture, but he
was convinced to participate after discussions with Chairman Roger Stevens.

In retrospect, the first NEA Literature, Visual Arts, and Dance Fellowships are
impressive in their critical perspicacity. In the visual arts, the roster of 6o names
included numerous artists then outside the mainstream, such as the California
artists Wallace Berman, Ed Ruscha, Billy Al Bengston, and Gary Molitor. The first
grantees on the East Coast and in the Midwest were equally remarkable. In New
York, Alfred Leslie secured one of the many timely grants the NEA would award over
the years to assist artists in dire need. A successful artist in gallery sales, Leslie
turned from abstract expressionism to portraiture in 1962. The NEA panels that met
in 1966 had not considered him, but subsequently a fire destroyed his studio, along
with a considerable inventory of his most recent paintings. His NEA grant came in
the aftermath and rescued him financially. He went on to receive the Award of Merit
Medal in Painting for lifetime achievement from the American Academy of Arts and
Letters in 1994.
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In literature, the first fellowships assisted notable writers of fiction and poetry
such as Maxine Kumin, William Gaddis, Grace Paley, Tillie Olsen, and Richard
Yates. The NEA also awarded three grants to biographers made jointly with the
National Endowment for the Humanities, including one to Faubion Bowers, biogra-
pher of the Russian composer Alexander Scriabin, and one to Allan Seager,
biographer of the poet Theodore Roethke.

For choreography, as noted above, the first round of grants went to Alvin Ailey,
Merce Cunningham, Martha Graham, José Limén, Alwin Nikolais, Anna Sokolow,
and Paul Taylor—an exemplary roster of talent. One of the works subsidized, Martha
Graham’s Cortege of Eagles, inspired by events in the Trojan War, was eventually per-
formed using the final set design created by sculptor Isamu Noguchi. The piece had
historical value for another reason, as Graham later wrote: “The last time I danced
was in Cortege of Eagles. | was seventy-six years old . . . I did not plan to stop dancing
that night. It was a painful decision I knew I had to make.”

INVOLVEMENT WITH THE NEW TRENDS IN ART

These initial grants demonstrated that the NEA was closely involved with the current
movements and trends in American creative life. In the visual arts the agency sup-
ported pop art and neo-surrealism, while at the same time it fostered appreciation of
other styles and genres. The Arts Endowment did not reward only established
artists; it encouraged young and fresh talents previously overlooked or growing in
acceptance. Other front-line figures in the historic roster of 1967 visual arts grantees
included Leon Polk Smith, Mark di Suvero, Dan Flavin, Donald Judd, Manuel Neri,
Tony Smith, and H. C. Westermann. None of these artists were traditionalists. The
exacting modernist critics Hilton Kramer, then of the New York Times, and Thomas
Hess, of ARTnews, praised the choices as excellent. All of the grantees had been
selected by their colleagues, and none had applied for NEA support. The new agency
had not yet adopted a mechanism for applications.

The other areas of creativity saw equally impressive awards in the first year. Archi-
tecture, planning, and design grants were made for landscape beautification,
including hiking and bicycle trails, town redesign, and a series of environmental
guides. The architectural and environmental theorist R. Buckminster Fuller
received a grant to erect one of his innovative geodesic domes at the 1967 Festival of
Two Worlds in Spoleto, Italy.
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Hundreds of Grand Rapids, Michigan, residents turned out for the 1969 dedication of Alexander
Calder’s La Grande Vitesse, supported by the NEA public art initiative in 1967. (Photo courtesy of
the Grand Rapids Public Library)

FiLm, TELEVISION, AND DANCE

A remarkable achievement of the early years of the NEA and its mission to support
film was the creation of the American Film Institute (AFI), a durable and productive
partnership between the U.S. government and the movie industry. An innovative
grant was also made in 1967 to New York National Educational Television (WNET)
for two programs on American fashion designers, including an award-winning doc-
umentary on Pauline Trigére. In the same year, dance benefited substantially from
NEA assistance, with funding provided for the Association of American Dance Com-

panies, the City Center Joffrey Ballet, and individual recipients.

ARrTs EDucATION

From the beginning, education in the arts has been an area of significant investment
by the Arts Endowment. In 1967, education grants included major financing of a

national film study program by Fordham University to develop film and television

training curricula for elementary and secondary schools—an idea that remains
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American Film Institute

By the mid-sixties, the U.S. film industry
was more than 75 years old, and many
groundbreaking works of early cinema
were aging past the point of preservation.
Recognizing the danger, the newly found-
ed National Endowment for the Arts
moved quickly. It commissioned a study
by Stanford Research Institute to explore
the prospects for a new institution, and
then joined the Motion Picture Associa-
tion of America and the Ford Foundation

to create the now renowned American
Film Institute (AFI). Gregory Peck chaired
the first board of trustees, and producer

The American Film Institute, founded in 1967
with funding from the NEA, has preserved
thousands of films, such as Broken Blossoms
(1919) starring Lillian Gish. (Photo courtesy
of AFI)
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George Stevens, Jr., became its first
director.

The NEA provided an initial grant of
$1.3 million to AFI for a project to collect,
preserve, and archive nitrate films. By
1971, more than 4,500 films had been
recovered and preserved. Through contin-
ued NEA funding, the American Film
Institute expanded to establish a National
Center for Film and Video Preservation,
publish the AFI Catalog of American Fea-
ture Film, and create national exhibition
programs. In 1987, the NEA’s funding for
AFT activities reached its high point with
awards totaling $3.5 million.

Though Arts Endowment support
decreased over the years, AFI is still thriv-
ing. The institute presents more than
3,000 events annually, including film fes-
tivals and workshops. Its prestigious Life
Achievement Award has honored Billy
Wilder, Frank Capra, Elizabeth Taylor,
Sidney Poitier, and many others for their
contributions to film history. AFI main-
tains its mission of preservation, and as
of 2008, more than 27,500 feature films,
shorts, newsreels, documentaries, and tel-
evision programs dating from 1894 to the
present comprise the AFI Collection at the
Library of Congress. Among its recent ac-
quisitions are a ten-minute 1912 film, A
Fool and His Money, produced by the first
female director, Alice Guy, and starring
an entirely African-American cast; and
The Life of General Villa (1914), featuring
Pancho Villa.



revolutionary today. A large grant, especially in 1967 dollars, of $681,000 was made
for a Laboratory Theatre Project to assist in training secondary school students in
classical drama. The project supported professional theater companies in three cities
with free performances for secondary school students on weekday afternoons and for
adults on weekends. It was aimed at improving the quality of school instruction by
making high-quality theater presentations integral to high school curricula. The
three pilot cities were Providence, Rhode Island; New Orleans; and Los Angeles, and
performances included Anton Chekhov’s Three Sisters, George Bernard Shaw’s Saint
Joan, Thornton Wilder's Our Town, and Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The Rivals. The
spirit of this early NEA program was later revived and transformed through the
Shakespeare in American Communities initiative, under future NEA Chairman
Dana Gioia.

LITERATURE

In 1967, the Arts Endowment’s Literature Program awarded 23 grants to individual
writers. In fiction as in the visual arts, the awards demonstrated a clear recognition
of excellence. Eleven years after his NEA grant, Isaac Bashevis Singer, who wrote in
Yiddish and whose works were traditionally published as serials in the New York
daily Forward, received the Nobel Prize in Literature. His NEA grant permitted him
to finish his novel The Manor. Tillie Olsen, whose literary career had begun amid the
idealism of the 1930s, was only then emerging as an influential figure in American
feminist letters when she received her NEA grant. Richard Yates has come to be seen
by literary critics and readers as a leading voice exploring alienation and loneliness
in mid-century America.

Literary institutions, including the Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines,
were chosen in the first series of grants, which provided advice and funds to publica-
tions such as Poetry, The Hudson Review, Kenyon Review, Southern Review, and The
Virginia Quarterly Review. In addition, the Endowment provided $25,000 to the
Watts Writers’ Workshop, established by the novelist and screenwriter Budd Schul-
berg in the aftermath of rioting in the Watts district of Los Angeles in 1965. The
Experimental Playwrights’ Theater received a total of $125,000 to produce plays by
Robert Lowell at Yale University and by Studs Terkel at the University of Michigan.
In addition, the NEA funded Howard Sackler’s The Great White Hope, one of the land-
mark dramatic works of its time starring James Earl Jones and Jane Alexander—who
would become Arts Endowment chairman in 1993.
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The NEA funded the original production of Howard Sackler’s The Great White Hope, starring
James Earl Jones and future NEA Chairman Jane Alexander. (Photo courtesy of Arena Stage)

The first poets to receive individual NEA grants included Maxine Kumin, Mona
Van Duyn (who later became the first female U.S. Poet Laureate), Hayden Carruth,
Robert Duncan, and Kenneth Patchen, as well as the translator I. L. Salomon, who was
completing the translation of works by modern Italian poets such as Dino Campana.
The presence of Duncan on this list demonstrates the range of tastes exemplified by
these grants. He was a West Coast figure of mystical bent whose work was known
mainly to other poets, though his poems are affecting in their humor, tenderness, and

wisdom.
Music
The Arts Endowment’s early grantmaking covered the full range of musical fields,

with funds going to projects ranging from professional development institutes to

organizational workshops, from individual fellowships to major productions. In
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1967, large grants supported national tours by the Metropolitan Opera and the San
Francisco Opera’s Western Opera Theater, along with a grant to Carnegie Hall’s
Jeunesses Musicales, a youth program. The Metropolitan Opera grant enabled the
company to give additional performances for labor groups and students in many
states so that new audiences could be exposed to the art form. Grants were distrib-
uted to composers through a Composer Assistance Program that had begun in 1966
and was administered by the American Symphony Orchestra League and the Ameri-
can Music Center. More general assistance to composers, totaling $30,000, was
enabled through the Thorne Music Fund.

Several music projects funded in the first years displayed the variety of support for
the arts. A 1967 grant to the National Music Camp at Interlochen, Michigan, enabled
the organization to bring the International Society for Music Education Conference
to the United States for the first time. A 1967 grant to conductor and violinist Alexan-
der Schneider supported a project to meet the acute shortage of string musicians in
the nation. Matching grants awarded the same year to Hofstra University and to Vio-
lin Finishes had a preservation goal: respectively, a laboratory workshop on the
technique of repairing string instruments, and an experimental analysis of violin var-

nish believed to have enriched violin quality and resonance more than 200 years ago.
EARLY CONGRESSIONAL REVIEW AND DEBATE

In 1968, the NEA encountered the first critical Congressional review of its pro-
grams, and the scrutiny extended to fellowships for individual artists. In that year,
after an acrimonious legislative debate, the Endowment’s budget stood at $7.2 mil-
lion, with grants made to 187 individuals and 276 organizations. New NEA
programs included a groundbreaking initiative for dance touring and support for
museum acquisitions of works by living American artists.

Some legislators expressed anxiety that the NEA would escape federal oversight,
as well as bypass the cultural norms of the American majority. Others saw money for
new styles in art as a form of state censorship of more traditional styles. Portrait
painter Michael Werboff remonstrated, “Under the protection of the Federal [author-
ity], there is nothing to which the traditional artist can appeal for defense of their
rights as contemporary American artists. . . . It puts the traditional American artist(s)
into the hands of their worst enemy.” His view was echoed by Representative John
M. Ashbrook (R-OH), who warned that the NEA could “reward the avant-garde

artists and discourage the traditional artists.” Meanwhile, Representative William
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Scherle (R-IA), who was an early critic of the Arts Endowment, questioned the wis-
dom of any government spending on the arts at all. He commented, “I do not feel
that it is past time to give thought to the propriety of Government-subsidized arts.”

There was even more Congressional outrage concerning a particular project the
Arts Endowment undertook in partnership with private foundations, including the
Rockefeller Foundation—The Theatre Development Fund (TDF), later known for its
discount TKTS booth in New York City. In 1968, as now, serious plays were increas-
ingly difficult to produce in New York (then the source of most of the work seen
nationwide) due to steadily rising costs and economic pressure for blockbuster hits.
TDF had two goals: one, to facilitate production of artistically meritorious work; and
two, to attract students, teachers, and audiences less likely to attend because of high
ticket prices.

The program sparked instant criticism. Some critics cast the program as a way to
support dramatic works that nobody wanted to see. Headlines such as “Funds Will
Aid Shaky Plays on Broadway” and “$200,000 Fund to Help Sagging Stage Shows”
were echoed on Capitol Hill, as members of Congress attacked the initiative as
“absolutely ridiculous” and a “prime example of government waste and stupidity.”
Representative Frank Bow (R-OH) reminded his colleagues that the Vietnam War
was on, and “We cannot have guns and butter. And this is guns with strawberry
shortcake covered with whipped cream and a cherry on top.”

Congressional advocates of the NEA and its partner agency, the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities, recommended an authorization of $135 million (divided
evenly between the agencies) over two years, plus administrative funds and funds to
match donations to the two Endowments. Congress instead approved a single-year
budget for the NEA of only $77.8 million for 1968. Wary of spending money on artists
during an expensive military conflict overseas, the House of Representatives passed
an amendment abolishing grants to individuals, but this measure was rejected in
the Senate. The controversy over grants to individual artists continued to simmer,
however, and would stimulate debate over the Arts Endowment’s role in American

culture repeatedly in subsequent years.
THE PANEL PROCESS
In fiscal year 19770, the NEA budget marginally increased to $8.5 million, and a system

of application review replaced the more informal process that had operated from the

beginning. In November 1965, the National Council on the Arts voted to use advisory
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panels in the grants review process. The
first panel on dance met in January
1966, and the first music panel, chaired
by Aaron Copland, metin April 1967. By
the mid-1970s, the panels would in-
clude, among others, dance experimen-
talist Merce Cunningham, fiction writer
Donald Barthelme, jazz performer
Cannonball Adderley, composer Gian
Carlo Menotti, and producer-director
Joseph Papp, the indefatigable impresa-
rio behind free Shakespeare produc-
tions in New York’s Central Park. By

1977, the advisory panel members and

consultants numbered 437 in total,

Dancer/choreographer Merce Cunningham was
one of the artists who participated in the NEA's
panel review of grants. (Photo by Jack Mitchell) ferent capacities.

though some of them served in two dif-

AN AGENCY ESTABLISHED

As Lyndon B. Johnson prepared to leave the presidency, Roger Stevens’s tenure as
Arts Endowment chairman approached its end. Stevens had worked with vigor and
dedication in the founding stages of the Arts Endowment. The agency was estab-
lished, but with no existing institutional legacy to draw from in the federal system.
Yet the NEA proved healthy enough to survive a time of heightened political passions
and cultural ambitions. By increasing the funding available for the arts, and by broad-
ening access to artistic activities, the Endowment had successfully begun to serve
existing and growing demands for the arts in American society.

R. Philip Hanes, Jr., an original member of the National Council on the Arts who
had challenged the chairman on critical issues, remembers Stevens as “a wonderful-
ly wise and capable man who could achieve anything he felt was worth an effort—
even what literally everyone knew was impossible. Washington was called a city of
Northern charm and Southern efficiency. Not the least of his achievements was
changing our nation’s capital from a backwater to a cultural Mecca. And the National

Endowment for the Arts could never have happened without him.”
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Nancy Hanks, NEA Chairman 1969-77. (Photo courtesy of the National Park Service)



CHAPTER 3

A Fresh Direction

S THE NEA GREW from year to year, so did its reputation.
Much of the credit goes to an event one might never have expected, the 1968 election
of Richard M. Nixon and his appointment of Leonard Garment to the White House
staff as his special consultant. A New York attorney, Garment’s areas of interest and
competence included the arts and humanities. When Roger Stevens’s term as NEA
chairman expired two months after President Nixon’s inauguration, Stevens’s
deputy chairman, arts educator Douglas MacAgy, who had transformed the teaching
of art on the West Coast in the 1940s, was appointed acting chairman for six months.
Nancy Hanks, who was destined to leave a deep impression on the NEA, succeeded
Roger Stevens as the Arts Endowment’s chairman on October 6, 1969. Hanks’s lead-
ership at the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and her tenure as head of the Arts Councils of
America gave her an important national perspective on arts funding and public poli-
cy. Born in Miami Beach on December 31, 1927, she graduated from Duke University
after a childhood spent in Texas, Florida, New Jersey, and North Carolina. She served
in the Eisenhower Administration as an assistant to Nelson Rockefeller at the newly
created Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, and as a White House assis-
tant for special projects. She then moved to New York where she worked for the
Rockefellers until 1968.

Garment took responsibility for shepherding Hanks’s appointment through the
confirmation process with the assistance of another friend and supporter, Michael
Straight, who became her deputy chairman. Before her appointment, Hanks met with
President Nixon, who assured her of his support for the agency’s continued funding.
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Prior to being named chairman of the Arts Endowment, Hanks had articulated a
vision for national arts policy in a 1968 article. She wrote, “In dollar comparison to
our national needs for defense, for poverty programs, for health, for welfare, or for
education, the requirements for the arts are minuscule. The support required for the
arts, for the improvement of our cities . . . will come from a myriad of individuals,
foundations, corporations, as well as governments.”

Hanks began her tenure with enthusiasm. In an interview with the New York Times
soon after her confirmation, she commented, “A great orchestra or a fine museum is
anatural resource, like a park. It must be maintained. I believe this, and so does the
National Council [on the Arts].” She later recalled in an oral history, “I do not remem-
ber having any real question about which way the agency would go. I knew almost all
the program directors well. . . . They had used their little money wisely. You had a
strong basic staff. You had a very good Council. Therefore, right from the beginning,

I had a feeling of total confidence in the people I was working with.”
HaNks's CIRCLE

The appointments of Garment and Hanks reflected a commitment to the arts that
few would have ascribed to Richard Nixon, who, in fact, had an abiding love of classi-
cal music. Garment maintained that President Nixon’s support for the NEA repre-
sented a conciliatory gesture to liberal intellectuals, who were increasingly disaf-
fected by the combat in Vietnam. Garment had looked toward a life as a professional
jazz musician, playing the tenor saxophone, and he dropped out of college during
World War II to perform. He was eventually drafted, and his place in Teddy Powell’s
band, for which he had been playing, was taken by Lee Konitz, who would later gain
fame as an exemplar of the West Coast style of cool jazz. Garment was dismissed
from the service on medical grounds, and returned first to jazz and then to college.
His new band included Larry Rivers, later acclaimed as a painter, and a young
flautist-saxophonist named Alan Greenspan, who would one day become chairman
of the Federal Reserve. A few years in college led Garment to the legal profession,
and he began a career as a New York investment lawyer. Nixon, after a failed guber-
natorial bid in California, moved to New York and joined the law firm where Gar-
ment worked. Six years later, Garment joined President-elect Nixon in Washington
to help him assemble staff for his Administration.

Other distinctive personalities served in the agency during the Nixon Administra-

tion, or, as many NEA veterans refer to it, “the Hanks administration”—a justifiable
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President Richard M. Nixon holds an informal meeting in the Oval Office with NEA Chairman
Nancy Hanks and Special Consultant Leonard Garment in December 1969. (Photo by Karl
Schumacher)

claim, since Hanks’s tenure extended beyond Nixon’s to 1977. Michael Straight
served prominently as her deputy chairman. A writer, philanthropist, and former
editor of The New Republic, Straight became a close colleague and biographer of
Hanks. Straight had served as an unpaid advisor to the State Department, and,
briefly, at the Interior Department, during the New Deal. He was offered an advisory
position in the Kennedy Administration, which he had turned down because of his
former association with a Soviet spy ring. By 1969, after he had briefed the Federal
Bureau of Investigation on his knowledge of Russian espionage, Straight was
cleared to work under Hanks.

One of the first major events during Hanks’s chairmanship was a reception to

honor veterans of the New Deal’s arts programs. Participants included the painters
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Jacob Lawrence, who created iconic works about African-American life, such as Ironers (1943)
pictured, was one of the artists honored by an NEA-sponsored reception for participants in the
New Deal arts programs. (Photo courtesy of the Phillips Collection)

Milton Avery, William Gropper, Philip Evergood, Adolph Gottlieb, Jacob Lawrence
(named to the National Council on the Arts in 1978), Louise Nevelson (one of the
first recipients of the National Medal of Arts), and Isaac and Moses Soyer. In a mem-
oir of Hanks, Straight recalled that “most of them could not believe that two
bureaucrats of the Nixon Administration wanted to honor them. There was a great
deal of laughter before the party ended—and a few tears.”

Hanks herself had been viewed with suspicion by some in the arts community
with traditional artistic tastes. They feared that her work as a staffer to Governor Nel-
son Rockefeller and his brothers—who, as a family, were involved in founding the
Museum of Modern Art in New York and were aggressive promoters of the artistic

avant-garde—would entrench an experimental bias in the NEA.
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FIRST CONTROVERSIES

Throughout her first term, Nancy Hanks confronted a series of controversies that test-
ed her leadership and strained relationships between the Arts Endowment and mem-
bers of Congress. One commotion erupted over a grant awarded to the 1969 issue of
American Literary Anthology, an annual volume of writings drawn from literary jour-
nals. The editor of the volume, George Plimpton, included a work by Aram Saroyan,
son of the Pulitzer Prize-winning author William Saroyan and a practitioner of a visu-
al verse style of writing known as “concrete poetry.” Saroyan’s contribution consisted
of a one-word concrete poem that had been published a year before in the Chicago
Review. It read, verbatim, “lighght.” The grant was attacked in Congress, most notably
by Representative William Scherle (R-IA), who denounced the Endowment for devot-
ing $750 to the project. A second dispute followed, involving Plimpton’s acceptance
of a so-called “obscene” work by poet and rock performer Ed Sanders for the 1970
American Literary Anthology, prompting the NEA to withdraw support for the annual
volume.

The next year, Nancy Hanks and Michael Straight confronted another unexpected
controversy. The Arts Endowment had awarded a $50,000 grant to Arena Stage’s
outreach program, Living Stage, for performances for inner-city high school youth
in Baltimore. The project encouraged the kids to express their reactions to the play in
whatever idiom they wished. Notwithstanding an agreement between Living Stage
and Arena Stage that only performers and youngsters would be present, a Baltimore
newspaper reporter secretly viewed the improvised work, and later wrote that the
youngsters were being encouraged to use profanity by the Living Stage actors. The
story reached Congress swiftly, and occasioned lengthy and personal conversations
between Hanks, Straight, several members of Congress, and the leadership of Arena
Stage and Living Stage. The controversy dissipated, but took up considerable time
and effort.

In 1974, another controversy erupted over an NEA grant that proved to be one of
the most significant crises in the agency’s early history. Writer Erica Jong received a
$5,000 NEA Literature Fellowship in 1973, and soon after her novel Fear of Flying
was published. A provocative work dealing frankly with sexual themes, Jong’s novel
included an acknowledgement to the Arts Endowment, raising questions about the
Endowment’s sponsorship of sexual content. Even though the chairman of the Liter-
ature Advisory Panel in 1973, who had recommended the grant, was the prominent

book editor Simon Michael Bessie, contention over Fear of Flying extended to the
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U.S. Senate. Only with significant help from pro-Endowment legislators was the

controversy resolved.
HANKS'S VISION: ART FOR ALL AMERICANS

Historian Joseph Wesley Zeigler, in a detailed history of government funding for the
arts entitled Arts in Crisis, noted that Nancy Hanks “had preserved the essential bal-
ance between artistic freedom and Congressional concern and oversight.” Her
successes with both political parties, the arts community, and elected officials
enabled her to expand the Arts Endowment in several different directions. August
Heckscher, President Kennedy’s conceptual developer for federal arts support, had
envisioned programs that would imitate the European model, in which central gov-
ernments supported national theaters, museums, cinema, dance companies, and
literary and language academies. The NEA under Hanks, however, preferred to forge
numerous partnerships with nonprofit arts organizations, rather than underwrite
the budgets of official state-sponsored arts groups.

Hanks favored support of local and regional institutions that would extend access
and foster broader creativity. To encourage a wider range of applications and an
expanded geographic reach for NEA-funded works, she clarified and strengthened
the process for awarding grants. To distribute federal funds more widely, she com-
mitted to assisting state arts agencies, reflecting her earlier experience in helping
establish the New York State Council on the Arts. She has been described as under-
standing art as a medium for public betterment, and many of her programs such as
Artists-in-Schools reflected her sense of duty to the American citizenry as well as to
American artists.

Hanks’s “art-for-all-Americans” approach won newfound support from legisla-
tors, most of whom represented districts far from the artistic centers of the country.
In 1971, the NEA’s budget was doubled, from $8.2 million for 19770 to $15.1 million.
Hanks’s and Straight’s deliberation with legislators made the increase possible. The
Artists-in-Schools Program, with $900,000 from the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, sent more than 300 artists into elementary and secondary schools in 31 states.
Such programs were not only artistically meritorious, but also represented Hanks’s
commitment to ensure the Arts Endowment reached young audiences with few
other opportunities to experience the arts. At the same time, the NEA expanded the
scope of its programming. Music now included jazz and orchestras, and photogra-
phy was added to the Visual Arts Program.
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Joining Hanks, Garment, and Straight in the NEA leadership was Brian O’Doher-
ty, who was recruited during the MacAgy term and arrived with Hanks in 1969. A
former editor-in-chief of the influential magazine Art in America, he would direct the
NEA Visual Arts Program and then the Media Arts Program for a total of 27 years.
O’Doherty was an iconoclastic intellectual even by the standards of the arts scene of
the late 1960s. He had been a friend and collaborator of Marcel Duchamp, one of
modernism’s most inventive personalities, and admired the surrealist poet and critic
André Breton—sure indications of his artistic tastes.

As suggested earlier, some believe that the Nixon Administration viewed support
for the NEA as a means to quell discontent regarding foreign policy decisions in
Indochina. Michael Brenson, a commentator on the Arts Endowment, argued in
Visionaries and Outcasts: The NEA, Congress, and the Place of the Visual Artist in
America that Brian O’Doherty “helped the Endowment to maintain its credibility
among the most vocal and activist artists during some of the most explosive years of
the Vietnam War.” Garment and William Safire, another central figure in the Nixon
Administration, both remember how support for the arts figured in the politics of
the day. In the 2006 Nancy Hanks Lecture on Arts and Public Policy, Safire recalled,
“I knew this remarkable woman [Hanks] during the Nixon years in Washington
when I worked in the White House. My fellow speechwriter, Ray Price, was enlisted
by this Rockefeller Brothers arts enthusiast in the cause of federal support for the
arts. . . . Expectations were low, to say the least, for President Nixon’s support of the
arts. But Nancy Hanks and Ray had a powerful ally in Leonard Garment. . . . Nancy
kept in close touch with Len, providing all the artistic arguments, and Len in turn
worked over the President, who admired Eugene Ormandy and the Philadelphia
Orchestra. But I can hear Nixon’s voice now, saying to me from his place in purgato-
ry, “You know, Bill, there’s not a single vote in this for me.””

In his own 1989 Nancy Hanks Lecture on Arts and Public Policy, Garment
explained why he thought President Nixon favored the Arts Endowment. The
extraordinary funding increases “did not come about just because the powers that
be suddenly changed their minds one morning and decided it was time to give
culture the respect it deserved. Nor did it happen mainly because President Nixon
was persuaded of the concrete political benefits that support for the arts would
bring him. More important was that Richard Nixon knew the extent to which the
Vietnam War had turned America into two mutually hostile camps. The president
wanted for his own an issue that would not divide his audience into sympathetic

hawks and hostile doves. It was more an effort to soften and survive than divide and
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conquer, but this was the reason my arguments found favor.”

While the political motivations have faded with the passage of time, the fact
remains that President Nixon’s support for the Arts Endowment eventually trans-
formed the NEA from a tiny federal program into a significant policy leader in the

arts.
HANKS'sS BALANCING AcCT

Nancy Hanks had the extraordinarily difficult task of navigating the political turmoil
of the Administration, the political protests of the intellectuals, the populist tastes of
many legislators, and the popularity of extreme positions within the art world.
Thanks to her own talent for political persuasion and her recruitment of talented
aides, Hanks prevailed again and again, and the agency evolved accordingly.

As the 1970s wore on, attitudes toward the NEA gradually changed, bringing new
pressures on its grantmaking. For a new generation of artists, the NEA was part of
the existing environment rather than an innovation. Many of them, according to Zei-
gler’s Arts in Crisis, “had come to believe that they were entitled to federal funding:
“You, the United States, should be paying for me to create, because I'm here and I'm
creating. As an artist, I'm an important member of the society—and so the society
should be supporting me.”” At times, these artists would pressure the Arts Endow-
ment to consider them, rather than the American public, the proper focus of the
agency’s attention. To this constituency, the Endowment appeared more a founda-
tion than a public agency.

In addition, the great expansion of higher education during the 1960s produced a
significantly larger number of aspiring artists than had existed in the 1950s. From
1950 to 1967, first-year college enrollments nearly doubled from 2.2 million to 4.1
million. That figure more than doubled again to 8.6 million in 1970, then rose to 12
million in 1980. Many of these students were recruited to arts programs, and after
graduation pursued arts careers.

During these transformative years under Hanks, NEA funding rose from $9 mil-
lion in fiscal year (FY) 19770 to $99.9 million in FY 19777. With a soaring budget and,
in accord with Hanks’s ambition—to increase the spread of Endowment grantees
across the country—the NEA became a central influential institution in the world of
American art. In a 1974 article in the New York Times Magazine, writer David
Dempsey praised Hanks as “the person who has done as much as anyone in govern-
ment or out, to bring about this change in attitude.” Once labeled “the lady from

38 NEA: A HISTORY



Culture Gap,” Hanks had become the fourth highest female appointee in the Nixon
Administration.

Still, the Arts Endowment continued to have its problems. Even NEA supporter
Senator Claiborne Pell (D-RI), according to Dempsey, wondered whether the paint-
ings the government was paying for were “realistic,” that is, representational, or “did
they consist of doodles and swirls?” Dempsey saw the new Visual Arts Director
Brian O’Doherty as fitting ably into an environment of “young, bright, dedicated,
and suitably hip” staff. Dempsey also observed, “The joy of giving has nurtured a
new type of government bureaucrat”—something few expected from the Nixon set.
He noted that the NEA had come on the scene as private arts funding “was begin-
ning to shrink,” yet this took place simultaneously with a “culture explosion.” The
reasons for the latter phenomena were identified by August Heckscher during the
Kennedy Administration as “more leisure and affluence for the average person.. . a
new generation of college-bred taste makers in small towns and cities, life-styles

modeled on artistic rather than commercial values.”
ORGANIZATIONAL EXPANSION

The NEA under Hanks was as prolific as it was
well financed, and the national outreach contin-
ued. Beginning in 1971, 55 state and jurisdictional
arts agencies (including the District of Columbia,
American Samoa, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the
U.S. Virgin Islands) received Basic State Grants
from the Arts Endowment. Illustrating her dedi-
cation to serving every citizen, one of Hanks’s
favorite projects was Artrain USA, a railroad serv-
ice that brought a locomotive and six coaches car-
rying silversmiths, macramé artists, potters, and

sculptors to towns in Michigan that had no muse-

= ; it ums. It began as an idea of the Michigan Council
Helen Milliken, then First Lady for the Arts, which recruited Helen Milliken, the

of Michigan, engineered Artrain’s lieutenant governor’s wife, to raise $850,000 for
creation in 1971, with support from

the NEA. (Photo courtesy of Walter )
P. Reuther Library, Wayne State to have the backing of the NEA when we went to

the local project. “It was tremendously important

University) businesses and major industries asking for fund-
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ing,” Milliken recalls. “It was the key; we couldn’t have raised that kind of money with-
out thatinitial boost.” Soon afterward, when Milliken became the firstlady of the State
of Michigan, she was able to expand Artrain USA into eight of the Rocky Mountain
states, with the Arts Endowment providing funding for half the cost of the trips.

Artrain USA later expanded its operations across the Western states, touring to 30
towns in Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and
Wyoming. Television reporter Charles Kuralt showcased Artrain USA as it moved
through Idaho and Wyoming. Artrain USA continues to this day, and has visited
more than 725 communities in 44 states and the District of Columbia, changing
shows every two or three years. The 2006 tour, Native Views: Influences of Modern Cul-
ture, provided a contemporary Native-American art exhibition. As of 2008, this tour,
funded with an NEA American Masterpieces grant, had reached more than 160,000
people in 95 primarily rural and Native-American communities across America.

NEA funding doubled in 19772 to $31.5 million, allowing expansion of existing pro-
grams and the establishment of support programs for opera and jazz. A total of $2.3
million was awarded in dance to choreographers including Alvin Ailey, Trisha
Brown, and Alwin Nikolais; national tours of American Ballet Theatre and the Jof-
frey Ballet; dance companies such as Salt Lake City’s Ballet West; and a broad range
of smaller companies.

Music programs received $9.8 million, the largest discipline share. Smaller
awardees ranged from the Mobile Jazz Festival to the Bach Society of Minnetonka,
Minnesota. More than $5 million went to orchestras in all areas of the country,
including Shreveport, Louisiana; Toledo, Ohio; El Paso, Texas; Jacksonville, Florida;
Honolulu; Boston; Seattle; and Chicago. And $3 million was directed toward Central
City Opera in Denver, Houston Grand Opera, the Metropolitan Opera, Santa Fe
Opera, the Mississippi Opera Association, and many other companies.

The impact of early Arts Endowment grants is well expressed by Joan Woodbury,
co-artistic director of the Ririe-Woodbury Dance Company in Salt Lake City. In 1972,
Ririe-Woodbury received support to participate in two of the agency’s dance pro-
grams, Artists-in-Schools and Dance Touring. The aid “sent this small dance compa-
ny from the West on a course of national and international service,” Woodbury
recalled in 2006. “For the nine-year life of these two programs, the company toured
to almost every state in the Union. They developed artists, commissioned new works,
and developed artist-teachers to fulfill their goals.” The agency had identified a worthy
but fledgling organization and granted it sustainability. “Without the ‘stamp of
approval’ from the NEA . .. very few of the accomplishments of this company would
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have been possible,” Woodbury continued,
“We can proudly say, with many others, ‘We're
still alive and kicking."”

Initiated in the NEA’s earliest years, by 1974
the Dance Touring Program included 94 com-
panies reaching audiences in 48 states and
two special jurisdictions for an aggregate of
more than 400 weeks, truly a revolutionary
change in the American dance landscape.
Other programs had similar impacts. Artists-
in-Schools, whose pilot Poets in the Schools
also began in the Stevens years, reached more
than 5,000 schools in all 50 states and five spe-
cial jurisdictions by 1974, including hundreds
of thousands of children and teenagers in the
fields of dance, crafts, painting, sculpture,

music, theater, film, folk arts, and design.

Many leading authors and poets received

grants of $5,000 each in 1972, including Stan-

Writer Eudora Welty, center, was
appointed to the National Council on ley Elkin, Etheridge Knight, William Mered-
the Arts in 1972, joining other members ith, Carl Rakosi, James Schuyler, and William
such as jazz pianist Billy Taylor (right)

and museum director E. Leland Webber
(left). (Photo by David E. Hausmann) funded through a Public Media Program. In

Jay Smith. Regional film centers were now

1972, President Nixon authorized the Federal
Council on the Arts and Humanities, chaired by Nancy Hanks, to create the Federal
Design Improvement Program. The program was intended to examine and upgrade
design in the federal government, including architecture, graphic design, and stan-
dards for design procurement.

There were now ten discipline-based advisory panels with members generally
serving staggered three-year terms. The panels had begun as “peer panels,” and
stemmed from a 1965 resolution of the National Council on the Arts calling for the
chairman to “appoint committees of interested and qualified persons or organiza-
tions to advise the Council with respect to projects, policies, or special studies as may
be undertaken.” The panels had been formalized in 1969, and by 1973 there were
more than 200 members. The painter Roy Lichtenstein participated, as did the

authors Toni Morrison and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. Other prominent authors also served
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in various capacities. For example, the Mississippi writer Eudora Welty was appoint-
ed by President Nixon to the National Council on the Arts in 19772, and she served on
the Arts Endowment’s Twentieth Anniversary Committee of Leading American
Artists in 1984.

HANKS'S SECOND TERM

Nancy Hanks was reappointed NEA chairman in 1974. Her first term had seen a
seven-fold increase in the Endowment’s budget, which now stood at $64 million.

By the end of 19774, President Nixon had resigned, succeeded by President Gerald
R. Ford, who appointed Nelson Rockefeller as Vice President. President Ford came
out early in support of the agency, recalling the civic impact of an enormous 42-ton
sculpture by Alexander Calder in the center of what is now Calder Plaza in Grand
Rapids, Michigan—Ford’s hometown. The sculpture had been funded by a grant in
1967 of $45,000 from the Arts Endowment’s nascent Works of Art in Public Places
Program, and it had become a symbol for the city. Each year on the anniversary of
Calder’s birth, the city hosts an arts festival encompassing ten city blocks and attend-
ed by half'a million people. According to City Historian Gordon Olson, the project
“changed the role of the arts and public sculpture in the life of this community.”

In part because of growth in personnel, the Arts Endowment moved from its home
in the Shoreham Building at 15th and H Streets to the McPherson Square Building
on K Street, which also housed investigators of the Watergate scandal. “Every day we
had to face a battery of television cameras when we arrived and left work,” recalls Ann
Guthrie Hingston, who served under Hanks and again under Chairman Dana Gioia
as director of Government Affairs. A few years later the agency moved again to
Columbia Plaza in Foggy Bottom, which also housed the U.S. Bicentennial Commis-
sion headed by John Warner, later a U.S. Senator from Virginia.

The Arts Endowment’s tenth anniversary was celebrated September 29—30, 1975,
first at the LBJ Ranch, then at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library and Museum at
the University of Texas at Austin. The event coincided with the public opening of the
presidential papers on the arts and humanities and included the participation of
Lady Bird Johnson, Nancy Hanks, Roger Stevens, Hubert Humphrey, Jacob Javits,
Kirk Douglas, Jamie Wyeth, and Beverly Sills. Thirty years later, in 2005, the NEA’s
fortieth anniversary also would again be marked with programs and discussion at
the LBJ Library and Museum.
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Saving the Old Post Office

The Old Post Office Building at the corner
of Pennsylvania Avenue and 12th Street,
NW, is one of the most unusual buildings
in the nation’s capital. Sited midway
between the White House and the Capitol,
the building was completed in 1899 as a
new home for the United States Postal
Department and the District Post Office.
W. J. Edbrooke, supervising architect of
the U.S. Department of Treasury, designed
the building as an anchor to help revitalize
an area that had become a notorious slum
by the late nineteenth century.

The structure exemplifies the Roman-
esque Revival architecture of its time—
marked by round arches, horizontal sil-

houettes, and heavy rough-cut stone walls.

The Old Post Office Building in Washington,
DC, which was preserved due to the efforts of
NEA Chair Nancy Hanks. (Photo by Terry J.
Adams, National Park Service)

It was also the city’s tallest building, next
to the Washington Monument, thanks to
its 315 foot high clock tower. Soon after its
completion, architectural tastes changed
and Classical Revival became the domi-
nant style. Compared with this new
aesthetic of marbled elegance, the Post
Office seemed dull and stodgy. Appleton’s
Booklovers Magazine declared in 1906
that the structure “will require obliteration
by dynamite before it can be brought into
harmony with its surroundings.” Every
proposal up to 1974 for improving Penn-
sylvania Avenue called for its removal. By
the early 1970s, the structure suffered
from wear and neglect, and a permit for its
demolition was at last approved.

“Don’t Tear It Down”—a citizens action
group that is now the D.C. Preservation
League—battled to save the Old Post
Office. Nancy Hanks, chairman of the
National Endowment for the Arts, joined
the fight with William Lacy, then NEA
Architecture and Environmental Arts
Program director and an advocate for
the adaptive reuse of historic structures.
Hanks persuaded Congress to fund a
feasibility study in 1974 and promoted leg-
islation to fund the building’s renovation.
She testified before the Senate and pro-
posed moving the NEA’s offices there. Her
commitment saved the structure.

Renamed the Nancy Hanks Center in
1983, the Old Post Office is a national his-
toric landmark, and houses the National
Endowment for the Arts, the National
Endowment for the Humanities, and the
President’s Committee on the Arts and the
Humanities.
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ARTS AND ARTIFACTS INDEMNITY ACT

In December 1975, President Ford signed the Arts and Artifacts Indemnity Act. U.S.
Representative John Brademas (D-IN) played a prominent role in shepherding the
indemnity legislation through Congress. (In 1976, Representative Brademas would
again serve the cause of the arts by cosponsoring, with Senator Pell, a four-year reau-
thorization of the Arts Endowment’s operations.) The new legislation facilitated the
insuring of art, artifacts, and other objects for exhibition in the U.S. The dollar value
of art and other objects from other countries that could be insured by the govern-
ment at any one time was $250 million. With this program in place, extremely
valuable works of art housed around the world could now be transported to the U.S.
for exhibition with their value protected in cases of damage, theft, or vandalism.
With the entry of major works of art and archaeological artifacts from abroad, Amer-
ica saw the beginning of massive, “blockbuster” museum shows on major themes in
art history, ranging from the tombs of ancient Egyptian pharaohs to retrospectives of
the greatest modern painters and sculptors.

Earl A. Powell 111, director of the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, and
former member of the National Council on the Arts, hailed the program many years
later. “Because of the indemnity program,” he commented in a 2000 NEA publica-
tion, “members of the public get to experience tremendous works of art that they
wouldn’t normally be able to see unless they could travel to the countries of origin.”

The indemnity program is staffed and administered by the Arts Endowment on
behalf of the Federal Council on the Arts and the Humanities. Applications for
indemnity are reviewed by the council, which consists of the chairmen of the Arts
and Humanities Endowments; the librarian of Congress; the archivist of the United
States; the director of the National Science Foundation; the secretaries of State, the
Interior, Commerce, Education, Transportation, Housing and Urban Development,
Labor, and Veterans Affairs; and other public officials.

CHALLENGE GRANTS

Congress established the Challenge Grants program in 1976 during the final
months of Chairman Hanks'’s tenure with a special allocation in the Arts Endow-
ment’s appropriation. NEA grants to organizations typically required one-to-one
matching funds; however, Challenge Grants required at least a three-to-one match,
initially in new or increased non-federal support. In reviewing Challenge Grants
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The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York has presented many world treasures through the
indemnity program, such as Splendors of Imperial China in 1996. (Photo courtesy of Metropolitan
Museum of Art)

proposals, the Arts Endowment evaluated applicants’ organizational and managerial
capacity in addition to artistic quality. Under the new program, federal grants of up
to $1 million leveraged private funds for the construction of arts facilities, the devel-
opment of endowments and cash reserves, or major artistic initiatives. Challenge
Grants proved hugely successful, generating many times the government’s invest-
ment and helping arts institutions build solid financial foundations to sustain them
through hard times.

The first round of Challenge Grants awarded $27 million over two years to 66
organizations. Recipients included the Joffrey Ballet in New York, the WGBH Educa-
tional Foundation in Boston, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, and the American
Conservatory Theater in San Francisco, as well as many other prominent institutions.
One example of the program’s effectiveness is Young Audiences, a nationwide net-
work of more than 5,000 performing and visual artists presenting nearly 100,000 arts
programs and services to eight million young people, teachers, and families. Accord-
ing to Richard Bell, executive director of Young Audiences, “Challenge Grants in the

1980s and early 199os resulted in a 3o0-fold increase in the organization’s endowment,
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with matching grants and gains of $6.5 million from the private sector.”

Representative Norm Dicks (D-WA) spoke fondly of the impact of Challenge
Grants on private giving for arts organizations in his state. In the early years of the
program, four Seattle organizations received grants totaling $1.7 million in federal
funds, which generated a minimum of $5.2 million in new private funds (in 1979
dollars). The Seattle Symphony Orchestra received $600,000 to eliminate an accu-
mulated deficit, augment its endowment, and meet increased operating costs as it
approached its fiftieth anniversary. That year, Representative Dicks joined NEA
Chairman Livingston Biddle in Seattle to announce three more Challenge Grants: to
the Seattle Art Museum, the Seattle Opera, and the Seattle Repertory Theater. The
Challenge Grants program operated successfully for 20 years until the agency’s
budget was severely cut in FY 1996. During the lifetime of the Challenge Grants
program, the NEA awarded nearly $203 million.

ARTS ON RADIO AND TELEVISION

Another area of achievement came through the initiatives of Programming in the
Arts (later called the Arts on Radio and Television). Several outstanding individual
programs in the early 1970s received Arts Endowment funding. Allan Miller’s 1973
film The Bolero, with Zubin Mehta conducting the Los Angeles Philharmonicin a
performance of Maurice Ravel’s piece, won an Academy Award for Best Live Action
Short Film. The go-minute television dance special American Ballet Theatre: A Close
Up in Time (1973) profiled various ballet and dance performances, and Alvin Ailey:
Memories and Visions (1974) featured selections from Ailey’s work.

In January 1976, two series changed the profile of the performing arts on television,
and both were developed with funding from the Arts Endowment. Dance in America
was a groundbreaking program that used the “true-action method,” originally devel-
oped to cover football, to capture live performances on film. Jac Venza and WNET
adapted this method to film dance, and fused the television medium with the chore-
ographer’s art. Famed choreographers including George Balanchine, Robert Joffrey,
Martha Graham, and Alvin Ailey teamed with television directors Merrill Brockway
and Emile Ardolino to restage works specifically for the small screen. The first broad-
cast season of Dance in America included performances by the Joffrey Ballet, Twyla
Tharp, the Martha Graham Dance Company, and the Pennsylvania Ballet. At the same
time, the Arts Endowment funded a study of the Joffrey Ballet to determine whether

increased television broadcasts would cut into live attendance at the theater. The study
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Fred Newman, Tim Russell, Sue Scott, and Garrison Keillor perform a skit during an episode of A
Prairie Home Companion. (Photo by Jason Bell)

found that television exposure of ballet performances actually increased attendance.

The other series was Live from Lincoln Center, one of the most successful pro-
grams ever produced for broadcast on public television. The Arts Endowment
provided funding for, among other things, development of low-light-level cameras
that could record live performances without disturbing the performers or the audi-
ence. Live from Lincoln Center’s first season featured André Previn conducting the
New York Philharmonic with Van Cliburn, the New York City Opera performing The
Ballad of Baby Doe, and American Ballet Theatre’s Swan Lake. The year 2008
marked its 32nd season, and the series produced six shows a year for a national audi-
ence averaging five million viewers per performance.

Another award in a different medium had a similar long-term impact. In 1974, a
grant from the Arts Endowment helped Garrison Keillor and Minnesota Public Radio
launch A Prairie Home Companion, which has grown into one of the most listened-to
radio shows in the country. In testimony before Congress in 1990, Keillor highlighted
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the “seed” aspect of NEA grants: “By the time the show
became popular and Lake Wobegon became so well-known

that people thought it was real, the Endowment had vanished

from the credits, its job done. When you're starting out.. . . it

seems like nobody wants to give you a dime. When you have

a big success and everything you could ever want, people

can’t do enough for you. The Endowment is there at the
beginning, and that’s the beauty of it.” Speaking before the

Senate Subcommittee on Education, Arts, and Humanities,

\ Keillor went further, noting that “today, in every city and
\_ state, when Americans talk up their home town, invariably

|

they mention the arts.” He termed this growing respect for

the arts “a revolution—small and lovely—that the Endow-
Future U.S. Poet Laureate Ted
Kooser received his first NEA
Literature Fellowship in 1976.
(Photo courtesy of Ted Kooser) ment literary grantees as well. Among authors who received

ment has helped to bring about.”
Other awards bore fruit in the careers of Arts Endow-

NEA fellowships during Hanks’s tenure, the following
poets went on to win the Pulitzer Prize:

« Donald Justice (NEA 1967, 1973, 1980, 1989, Pulitzer 1980)

« Louise Gliick (NEA 1970, 1979, 1988, Pulitzer 1993)

« Stephen Dunn (NEA 1973, 1981, 1989, Pulitzer 2001)

« Charles Simic (NEA 1975, 1979, Pulitzer 1990)

« Charles Wright (NEA 1975, 1984, Pulitzer 1998)

« Philip Levine (NEA 19706, 1981, 1987, Pulitzer 1995)

« Ted Kooser (NEA 1976, 1984, Pulitzer 2005)

« Natasha Trethewey (NEA 1999, Pulitzer 2007)

One of Nancy Hanks’s significant personnel decisions was to hire the African-
American poet and jazz writer A. B. Spellman in 1975. Spellman first served as a
consultant in arts education, from which he was promoted to leading positions in
the Expansion Arts Program. In 2005, Spellman recalled the origin of Expansion
Arts, a major addition during the Hanks period: “It was founded and named by my
predecessor, the late Vantile Whitfield. . . . Its purpose was to find and develop pro-
fessional arts organizations that were, according to the letter of the guidelines,
‘deeply rooted in and reflective of the culture of minority, inner-city, rural, and tribal
communities.” We were responsible along with folk arts for . . . expanding the cultural
portfolio of the Arts Endowment.” The program had a strong social grounding, as it
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Expansion Arts Program

In 1971, the National Endowment for the
Arts introduced the Expansion Arts
Program to honor the nation’s cultural
diversity. Vantile Whitfield, recruited by
Chairman Nancy Hanks as the program’s
first director, led the NEA’s initiative to
expand arts resources beyond the familiar
opera, orchestra, ballet, and museum
settings.

For 25 years, this program nurtured
community-based arts organizations from
America’s inner-city, rural, and tribal com-
munities. Many of the program’s first
grantees later became nationally
renowned—Alvin Ailey American Dance
Theater in New York, Appalshop in
Kentucky, Arte Pablico Press in Texas,
Daybreak Star Indian Cultural Center in
Washington, Institute of Alaska Native
Arts in Alaska, Lime Kiln Arts in Virginia,
Japanese Community and Cultural Center
in California, and Urban Gateways in Illi-
nois. Hundreds of mid-size and smaller
nonprofit organizations benefited from
initial NEA funding and still remain vital
community anchors today.

The Expansion Arts Program is also
credited with launching several national
projects. Two of these resulted in new
NEA programs: the Advancement Pro-
gram formed in 1983 to respond to the
cultural field’s growing interest in mana-
gerial guidance, and Local Arts Agencies
began in 1984 to address the NEA’s gener-
al policies at the municipal level. Another
significant project sponsored by the

Appalshop—whose dedication to preserving
Appalachian culture includes producing
documentary films such as Sunny Side of Life
about old-time country music—was one of the
organizations originally supported by the
NEA's Expansion Arts Program. (Photo by Bill
Blanton)

Expansion Arts Program was the Commu-
nity Foundation Initiative (1985-1994),
through which 27 national foundations
developed peer-review practices and
established permanent endowments for
ongoing investment in community-based
art projects.

During the program’s 25 years of
operation, many of its grantees competed
successfully in other NEA programs and
garnered support from other arts funders.
Following significant budget cuts during
the mid-199o0s, the NEA integrated the
Expansion Arts Program into various dis-
cipline programs of the organization.
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was “geared to low- and moderate-income groups and to people living in rural com-
munities, towns, and inner-city neighborhoods.” Leading the effort, Spellman
sought to “assure [emphasis in original] that no American will be denied the opportu-
nity to reach his or her artistic potential because of geographic, economic, or other
social or cultural restraints.”

During the next 30 years, Spellman would play an important role in many major
Arts Endowment programs, most notably the NEA Jazz Masters Fellowships. Spell-
man remembered, “In 1975 when I came here jazz was in about the same position as
Expansion Arts. Most of the arts establishments simply would not touch it. . . . On the
National Council on the Arts the attitude, unfortunately, was the same. Billy Taylor
and I had many heated arguments with council members about giving some parity
to jazz with classical music in the guidelines of the Arts Endowment. David Baker
had many arguments with several council members, including, of course, the late
pianist and cultural critic Sam Lipman, again about jazz as a fine arts form. And, of
course, David was able to change Sam’s point of view.” Spellman also summarized
the contribution of the Arts Endowment by commenting that after the passage of 30

years, “We see a much, much more inclusive arts world today than we had in 1975.”
A RESEARCH AGENDA

Research was explicitly recognized as a central undertaking of the Arts Endowment
in 1975. That year, the National Council on the Arts approved the first program budg-
et for the agency’s Research Division, headed by Harold Horowitz, a 477-year-old
architect who came to the agency from the National Science Foundation. The
Endowment’s new focus on empirical data collection and analysis was augured by
an important study from 1974, Museums USA: A Survey Report. Produced by an
agency contractor, the study proved critical in advancing quantitative research for
the field. By documenting staff levels, attendance, membership, budgets, and
regional trends in museums in the United States, the report sparked substantive
policy discussions about appropriate support mechanisms for these institutions. In
the ensuing decades, the Research Division (later named the Office of Research and
Analysis) would repeat this pattern in other areas. Under Horowitz and others, the
division issued reports documenting the “state of the arts” for various disciplines
and extended those inquiries into artist employment, arts participation, and other
domestic indicators that would be used to guide policy.

Two years after the division’s founding, Joseph Coates, assistant to the director of
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the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment, stated at an agency conference
that he welcomed a “long-term commitment on the part of scholars to a program of
arts research; not the kind of in-and-out contract research [ formerly conducted].” He
predicted, “The issue will arise whether the Endowment should be doing basic or
applied research. I believe that at this stage it should be committed to applied
research; research that has a high utility element.” Since then, the NEA has contin-

ued to be a leading source of such research studies in the arts and arts education.
HANKs's LEGACY

During her tenure, the Arts Endowment’s support reached all 50 states and six U.S.
territories. Nancy Hanks expanded the Arts Endowment’s operations and career
staff, while developing seed grants for major arts institutions and supporting high-
profile initiatives such as the U.S. Bicentennial celebration, which occurred near the
end of her second term.

Nancy Hanks’s legacy was one of outstanding dynamism, and the effects of her
years as NEA chair were far-reaching. One of Hanks’s noteworthy achievements was
her role in establishing the state arts agencies. By 1977, at the end of her second
term, state legislative appropriations for state arts agencies stood at $55.7 million,
more than half the NEA appropriation of $99.9 million that year. Other important
successes of her chairmanship were the impressive expansion of the audience for
dance and the extraordinary spread of regional theaters. As Peter Donnelly, manag-
ing director of the Seattle Repertory Theatre, stated in 1976, “What has been
accomplished in the last decade with the assistance of the Endowment has been
quite phenomenal. A theater which for all practical purposes did not exist except in
New York has been created nationally.”

Yet Hanks’s greatest accomplishment was to bring more federal money for the
arts to more communities in the United States than ever before. Her success in
doing so—and the popularity of an “arts-for-all-Americans” vision for the agency—
may be measured by the Arts Endowment’s growing budget in the eight years under
Hanks, which increased by 1,400 percent. In 1978, the last year funded under her
chairmanship, the NEA’s appropriation stood at $123.8 million. To appreciate the
scope of the increase, consider that $124 million in 1978 is equivalent to approxi-
mately $405 million in 2008. Moreover, the 1978 funding served a total population
in the United States that was three-quarters the size of the 2008 population (223

million compared to 304 million).

A FRESH DIRECTION 51



Thomas Hart Benton’s The Sources of Country Music portrays 17 nearly life-sized figures and

illustrates the various cultural influences on country music, including a train, a steamboat, a black
banjo player, country fiddlers and dulcimer players, hymn singers and square dancers. (Image
provided by The Country Music Foundation)

Grants were offered in many new areas, including aid to exhibitions, crafts fellow-
ships and workshops, apprenticeships, and a fellowship program for art critics.
Hanks provided support for the final work of the great American muralist Thomas
Hart Benton, who died in 1975. The Sources of Country Music, a monumental paint-
ing, was commissioned for Nashville’s Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum,
with the grant application submitted by Bill Ivey, who would become NEA chairman
more than 20 years later.

With the end of the Ford Administration and the election of President Jimmy
Carter, Hanks's eight years of service with the Arts Endowment concluded. Michael
Straight recalled that the chairman had “a sense that she was accepted by the incom-
ing Administration, but the sense was illusory.” When Hanks sought to influence
President Carter, her attempt, according to Straight, was too personal—she found a
way to meet the new chief executive directly, little realizing that he was a man who
preferred contact through his staff. President Carter understood that she expected to
be reappointed to head the Arts Endowment, but he did not even request that she
continue until a successor was appointed.

The example of Nancy Hanks’s leadership lived on well beyond her tenure, how-
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ever, and the devotion she inspired was enduring. Original National Council on the
Arts member R. Philip Hanes, Jr., provided a telling sign of her character: “When
Nancy discovered she had cancer, we all knew that she was not well; but she would
take no one at all into her confidence. . . . She was without question one of the
strongest and ablest human beings I have ever known and one of the most giving
and selfless.”

Three weeks after her death in 1983, President Reagan asked Congress to name the
Old Post Office complex, which she had sought to save, the Nancy Hanks Center. On
April 19, 1983, the building was dedicated as the new home of the National Endow-
ment for the Arts, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the President’s
Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, the Institute of Museum Services, and
the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation. The Old Post Office at 1100 Pennsylva-
nia Avenue, NW in Washington, DC, was renamed the Nancy Hanks Center, in
recognition of her tireless efforts to save the building from demolition and as a fitting

tribute to her long and productive tenure as chairman of the NEA.

b

President Jimmy Carter with NEA Chairman Nancy Hanks in August 1977. (Official White House
photo)

A FRESH DIRECTION 53



Livingston L. Biddle, Jr., NEA Chairman 1977-81. (NEA File Photo)



CHAPTER 4

A Long Summer

N NOVEMBER 1977, President Jimmy Carter appointed Livingston
Biddle to the chairmanship of the Arts Endowment. Biddle came from a distin-
guished American family, graduated from Princeton University, and served as an
ambulance driver in World War II. He wrote popular novels before coming to
Washington to be a special assistant to Senator Claiborne Pell (D-RI), his roommate
in preparatory school and at Princeton, who was a key figure in drafting the legislation
that established the Arts and Humanities Endowments. Biddle also had served as
NEA deputy chairman under Roger Stevens, and later served as Nancy Hanks’s
Congressional liaison. A Washington insider, he was steeped in the workings of leg-
islation and policy.

Chairman Biddle approached his position with a desire to refocus on the role which
Congress initially envisioned for the Arts Endowment. An integral part of that role,
Biddle claimed, was a strong partnership between the government and the private
community. The emphasis on the role of the private sector led Biddle to recommend
three essential provisions for progress in the cultural life of the nation:

« Responsibility should be primarily based on private and local initiatives;

« A comprehensive restriction on federal interference in the determination of
NEA grantees, which Biddle defined as “a provision basic to freedom of expression
and the creative spirit of the arts,” should be in place;

« The Endowment must be guided by a council of private citizens.

Biddle noted that when he was nominated to the chairmanship, “there [had] been

suggestion that the arts may be subject to politicalization . . . mean[ing] . . . subject to
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Joan Mondale converses with National Council on the Arts member Theodore Bikel during an NCA
meeting. (NEA File Photo)

inappropriate governmental pressures.” He maintained, “The law prescribes a cata-
lyst role for the government . . . to encourage, not dominate, to assist without
domineering.” Biddle regretted “words like ‘elitism’ and ‘populism’ being used to

suggest a polarization of the arts,” noting that “elitism can indeed mean quality, can

’» IR

indeed mean ‘the best,”” while populism “can mean ‘access.”” He urged a policy
bridging the two ideals, resulting in “access to the best” as a guiding principle.

He had a strong ally in Vice President Walter Mondale’s wife Joan, a ceramicist
and the author of a book entitled Politics in Art (1972), as well as honorary chairper-
son of the Federal Council on the Arts and the Humanities. Prior to the 1976
election, Mrs. Mondale had served on the board of directors of the Associated Coun-
cils of the Arts, a private association of state arts agencies and community arts
councils. During her years in the Vice President’s residence, she filled the house with
examples of contemporary American painting, sculpture, and crafts. She encour-
aged the placement of art works in federal buildings, and in Congressional testimony
she urged legislators to alter the federal tax code so that estate taxes would not affect
the families of artists so heavily. For her efforts, she earned the title “Joan of Art.”

Under Biddle’s leadership, the Endowment continued to enjoy rising funding, the
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total reaching $158.8 million in 1981. In the first year of the Carter Administration,
the NEA made several decisions that strengthened its impact on American intellec-
tual life and improved its outreach to underserved communities. One was the
establishment of a 23-member task force to assess the needs of the Hispanic arts
community in the U.S. and to develop a means to respond to Hispanic artists and
organizations. Other initiatives included the Office of Minority Concerns to actas a
clearinghouse for minority artists and art groups in dealing with the NEA, and the
establishment of the Folk Arts Program with its own staff.

FoLk ARTS EXPANSION—NEA NATIONAL HERITAGE FELLOWSHIPS

The Folk Arts Program had come under the directorship of Bess Lomax Hawes, a
distinctive individual in the NEA’s chronicles and in the wider context of American
cultural history. The Arts Endowment’s program of National Heritage Fellowships
originated with Hawes’s tenure as director of the Folk Arts Program, beginning in
1976 and continuing beyond her retirement in 1992. Based on the Japanese custom
of designating expert craftsmen and artisans as National Treasures, the NEA Nation-
al Heritage Fellows receive a one-time award recognizing individual artistic excel-
lence and their efforts to conserve America’s many cultures for future generations.

The Arts Endowment had long been a strong supporter of folk and traditional arts.
According to Burt Feintuch, editor of The Conservation of Culture: Folklorists and the
Public Sector, the agency’s Folk Arts Program “legitimized the traditional arts in the
eyes—and budgets—of agencies around the nation, democratizing and pluralizing
the concept of the arts. NEA seed money rooted most of the state programs, result-
ing in a national network of public sector folklorists who, in turn, began to till the
soil of their own states.” One NEA folk arts panelist, Barre Toelken, recalls an inci-
dent after dinner in a New Mexico village after the agency funded a centuries-old
play, Los Moros y los Cristianos. When the panelists finished their dinner at a local
restaurant, “an elderly man stepped forward and said, “We only want to thank you for
helping us to keep our culture. I've lived here since before the income tax came to be,
and this is the first time any of our money ever came back to help us.””

The NEA National Heritage Fellowships boosted folk arts to a new level of promi-
nence. In 1985, Hawes observed that “these fellowships are among the most appre-
ciated and applauded, perhaps because they present to Americans a vision of them-
selves and of their country, a vision somewhat idealized but profoundly longed for
and so, in significant ways, profoundly true.” Although the creation of the fellow-
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ships was announced in 1980, at the
end of Biddle’s chairmanship, the first
awards were made in 1982, during the
presidency of Ronald Reagan. Since
then, the NEA National Heritage Fel-
lowships have been bestowed upon a
diverse selection of individuals who
have “made major contributions to the
excellence, vitality, and public appreci-
ation of the folk and traditional arts.”
The first honorees included the blues

singer Sanders “Sonny” Terry and his

frequent partner in performance, gui-

Blues artist Brownie McGhee was one of the first NEA
National Heritage Fellows in 1982. (Photo by Tom Pich) tarist Brownie McGhee, as well as the

Mexican-American singer Lydia Men-
doza, bluegrass musician Bill Monroe, and traditional artists producing Western
saddles and ornamental iron.

Since its inception, the NEA National Heritage Fellowship has become the most
important honor in the field. In the blues tradition, the influential John Lee Hooker
received the fellowship in 1983. In 1984, the recipients included Clifton Chenier, the
accordion master of the Cajun zydeco style; Howard “Sandman” Sims, the leading
African-American tap dancer; and Ralph Stanley, the Virginia mountain banjo play-
er, singer, and composer. In 2000, after his fellowship, Ralph Stanley would gain
national fame when his songs were used on the soundtrack of the Coen brothers’
film O Brother, Where Art Thou? In 2006 he received the National Medal of Arts. As
the years have passed, the program has expanded beyond standard “folk music” and
African-American blues to include the musical styles and craft specializations of
Native-American and other indigenous and immigrant cultures.

Since the first NEA National Heritage Fellowships were presented, many genres
of popular creativity that were seldom thought of as “American folk” expressions
were represented and honored, illustrating the assimilation of new ethnic commu-
nities into the life of the nation. Recipients have included a Native-American
ribbonworker, a performer on the Slavic tamburitza, Hawaiian musicians and craft-
workers, a Cambodian court dancer and choreographer, a Lao singer, Bukharan and
Bosnian Jewish singers, a Ghanaian-American drummer, and such genres as Chi-

nese opera, the north Indian raga, and Basque poetry.
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Although it is an individual honor, many recipients regard the fellowship as
broader recognition. Gerald Bruce Miller, Skokomish elder and 2004 NEA National
Heritage Fellow, announced at the fellows banquet held in the Great Hall of the
Library of Congress: “I want to extend my gratitude on receiving this award to all of
our ancestors who left us the gifts that we exhibit today; the gift of the song, the gift
of the dance, the gift of the story, and the gift of creativity. As long as we keep these
traditional arts alive, we speak for our people.” Michael Doucet, Cajun fiddler and
composet, reflected upon his 2005 NEA National Heritage Fellowship: “You know,
it's interesting—it’s a national award but it really comes down to your community
and what you do for your community. I was very fortunate to be around when a lot of
people born before 1900 were still alive—the ‘old-timers,” as we call them now. I
think that's where most of my inspiration comes from. It’s really a process of a contin-
uation—I wouldn't be getting this award if it wasn’t for people who came before me.”

The NEA National Heritage Fellowship program embodied the daring soul of Bess
Lomax Hawes herself. By 1960, Hawes was already a leading figure in the develop-
ment of folk music as a commercial medium, participating in folk festivals on both
coasts. She served on the faculty of California State University at Northridge before
coming to work at the NEA. In honor of her powerful legacy, the Arts Endowment
inaugurated in 2000 a special recognition
within the NEA National Heritage Fellow-
ships: the Bess Lomax Hawes Award for
“achievements in fostering excellence,
ensuring vitality, and promoting public
appreciation of the folk and traditional
arts. To be considered, nominees should
be worthy of national recognition and
must be actively engaged in preserving the
folk and traditional arts.”

The Arts Endowment has also played an
essential role in the creation and support
of a network of folk arts coordinators based
at the state, regional, and local folk arts

agencies and other cooperating nonprofit

organizations. In addition, statewide folk

Bess Lomax Hawes, director of the NEA Folk
Arts Program from 1977—-92. (Photo by
grams, allowing master traditional artists ~ Michael Geissinger)

and traditional arts apprenticeship pro-
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to pass along their unique skills and knowledge, have been developed in more than 35
states with NEA funding. Direct grants continue to support festivals, touring, docu-

mentary and media projects, exhibitions, and educational programs.
OPERA, MusicAL THEATER, AND NEwW Music

Folk art was not the only area to see fresh developments during Biddle’s chairman-
ship. In 1979, Ezra Laderman, composer, teacher, and later dean of the Yale School
of Music, became director of the NEA Music Program. In the same year, the Arts
Endowment introduced a New Music Performance program to support organiza-
tions performing or presenting contemporary compositions. The first grants totaled
$352,500 and ranged from $1,500 to $28,000. The Arts Endowment’s Contempo-
rary Music Performance Program granted $441,500 for performances at institutions
such as the New Music Consort of New York, while its Composer/Librettist Program
gave $525,420 to individuals and institutions including the Center for Contempo-
rary Music at Mills College in Oakland, California, which had long been associated
with the musical avant-garde. Recipients under the Composer/Librettist Program
included the composer William Bolcom of Ann Arbor, Michigan, and Lukas Foss of
New York City, along with many others.

In 1978, Biddle established the Opera-Musical Theater Program to provide sup-
port for “that art form which has a lasting luster in the history of American art.” A
new panel, representing opera and musical theater together, adopted a policy state-
ment linking classic expressions with popular traditions: “Whether comic or
serious, earthy or elevated, music theater, from the time it moved from the courts to
the public arena over two centuries ago, has been part of a tradition of people’s art at
its best. The Opera-Musical Theater Program hopes to eliminate the barriers which
separate the various forms of music theater, and to help create an atmosphere of
mutual respect and appreciation. . . . The program emphasizes the creation, develop-
ment, and production of new American works, as well as experimentation with new
forms and techniques.”

Carlisle Floyd, an American opera composer and recipient of the 2004 National
Medal of Arts, as well as the 2008 NEA Opera Honors, participated in the Arts
Endowment’s panels from 1976 to 1978, a period he remembered a quarter-century
later as “an exciting time in the Endowment.” Floyd was a leading figure in the cre-
ation of the Opera-Musical Theater Program (later, Opera returned to the broader
Music Program, and Musical Theater to the Theater Program). He was joined from
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Spoleto Festival USA

The Spoleto Festival USA is one of the
world’s premiere arts festivals, drawing
70,000 to 80,000 spectators for 17 days
and nights each spring to Charleston,
South Carolina. The only arts festival host-
ed by an entire American city, Spoleto
Festival USA features more than 120 con-
certs and performances by established and
emerging artists from the U.S. and
abroad. Spoleto offers many artistic styles
and forms, including classical ballet, mod-
ern dance, opera, chamber, symphonic,
and choral music, jazz, theater, and the lit-
erary and visual arts. Since its inception,
the festival has hosted nearly 200 world
premieres and American debuts, from
Praise House by Urban Bush Women to
the Spoleto-commissioned Tenebrae, a
chamber music work by Osvaldo Golijov,
to noteworthy presentations such as the
monumental, 18%-hour Chinese opera,
The Peony Pavilion. Festival performances
take place throughout the city in churches,
theaters, and other public spaces. Piccolo
Spoleto, the outreach arm of the festival,
provides low- and no-cost performing, lit-
erary, and visual arts events in a range of
community settings. Each year Piccolo
Spoleto presents more than 8oo events
showcasing artists from the Southeast
region.

The world-renowned arts celebration
started in 1977, when the Festival dei Due
Mondi (Festival of Two Worlds) in Spoleto,
Italy, set up an American counterpart with
help from the National Endowment for the
Arts. The next year, the NEA provided
$50,000 for administrative and artistic
expenses for musical performances, along

Charleston Mayor Joseph P. Riley (left) with
Gian Carlo Menotti, one of the founders of
Spoleto Festival USA, at the 1988 opening of
the Piccolo Spoleto Festival, a free festival
sponsored by the city taking place during the
same time as the international festival. (Photo
by Bill Murton)

with $35,000 for audience development
and $25,000 for a television recording of
Samuel Barber’s opera, Vanessa. In 1979,
the NEA granted $7,000 for a Spoleto
mini-festival in Charleston. The American
festival became independent of its Italian
parent in 1993, and the NEA has remained
a significant and steady supporter.

Spoleto Festival USA has helped trans-
form Charleston into a thriving tourist
destination. Since the festival began, the
city’s annual visitation has increased
threefold; each year, attendees spend an
estimated $44 million in the Charleston
area. Charleston Mayor Joseph P. Riley, Jr.
concludes: “If we invest more in the arts,
we will get a high return in terms of the
economic and physical and social develop-
ment of our cities.”
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the musical theater side by composers
Stephen Sondheim and John Kander, as
well as producers Hal Prince and Stuart
Ostrow. In a 2004 interview, Floyd recalled,
“We had made a case that opera had more
in common with musical theater than with
regular classical performance. The associa-
tion [between the genres] made sense
because opera and musical theater alike
used costumes and other elements of per-

formance differently from classical music

presentations. At the first meetings the

opera people were afraid the musical the-

Opera composer Carlisle Floyd, who served
ater people would consider them dull—but  on Arts Endowment panels from 1976-78.

they came to realize a basic agreement.” (Photo by Jim Caldwell)

The program also provided for the cre-
ation and performance of new operatic and musical theater works. In the same period,
demonstrating that the traditional classical music categories would remain central to
the Arts Endowment’s work, the Music Program recognized choruses and chamber

music as separate fields requiring support.
THE BiDDLE WAY

Biddle began his leadership of the NEA with a major fiscal decision. He removed
ceilings on grants, which allowed advisory panels greater discretion in recommend-
ing grant amounts. In 1978, under the rubric “Unity, Quality, Access,” Biddle
explained this decision: “The test all applicants for Endowment support must meet
thus becomes the test of quality. If a project of extraordinary merit is in need of fund-
ing, is it reasonable to dilute quality as a standard by imposing an arbitrary limit on
support?” He distributed funds far and wide in an ever-increasing quantity of new
initiatives that sought to parallel the growing innovation and variety in the arts and
to reach a diverse American public.

Many more new programs emerged in the Biddle years. The chairman formalized
support for “multidisciplinary presenting” of cultural programs at institutions such
as New York’s Lincoln Center. The Arts Endowment also launched its first major

joint venture with the National Endowment for the Humanities. This effort was a
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month-long symposium entitled “Mexico Today,” which consisted of concerts, poet-
ry readings, films, panel discussions, dance performances, and exhibitions of art
and photography. “Mexico Today” visited nine American cities and was seen by near-
ly half a million people.

In 1979 the NEA’s funding reached significant levels. In dance alone some 360
grants were awarded, accounting for $7.9 million. The enormous growth and diver-
sification of the arts during the decade raised new challenges for the agency. Nancy
Hanks had convened a Management Task Force to examine the growth of the agency
and make structural recommendations. One suggestion was that the Humanities
and Arts Endowments no longer share administrative personnel. In 1978, with
approval from Congress, the Arts Endowment became self-sufficient and hired its
own administrative staff. Until that point, the two agencies had shared staff for
budget, finance, and personnel management.

According to Biddle, the great problem for the arts in America was “the danger of
fragmentation.” When special interests come into play, he maintained, “they can
diminish the value of the art, for although art does a great many good things in the
world for a great many people, it does them best when it is free. No task is more
important now than to keep the arts free—free from their own politicization, free
from limiting special interests, free to experiment and explore.”

For Biddle, if the pursuit of innovation becomes too strong, art threatens to frag-
ment into islands of expertise, and may end up “forced to serve special interests.”
The connection between artists and the public is broken, coteries form, and art-
works lose their universal appeal. While he considered it the Arts Endowment’s
responsibility to promote experimentation in art, it also has a duty to keep art central
to American society. Much of Biddle’s chairmanship might be interpreted as an
effort to steer a difficult course between those two mandates.

REVISED STRUCTURE

Outside pressures not only broadened access to the Arts Endowment’s funding, they
also compelled various internal adjustments. Annually, when the chairman of the
U.S. House Appropriations Interior Subcommittee held hearings on the NEA’s
budget, not only was the Arts Endowment’s chairman called to testify, but the
agency’s program directors also were asked to provide a status report. Representative
Sidney R. Yates (D-IL), the subcommittee’s chairman, took great enjoyment in learn-
ing firsthand the latest developments in each arts field.
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NEA Dance Program Director Rhoda Grauer
with dancer/artistic director Edward Villella at
the twenty-fifth anniversary celebration of the
National Association for Regional Ballet in 1980.
(Photo by V. Sladon)

As the Arts Endowment’s budget grew, a
perception of favoritism and conflicts of
interest by individuals serving on grant pan-
els sparked concern in both artistic and
governmental circles. Deputy Chairman for
Programs Mary Ann Tighe wrote, “How pan-
elists are selected seems to be a subject of
particular interest to the arts community.
Our process is a subjective one . . . the staff,
generally the program director in consulta-
tion with individuals in and outside the
Endowment, makes the list, with at least
one-third of the panel changing every year.”
Nevertheless, reappointments of some pan-
elists for longer periods of time had occurred
since the Hanks period. Biddle reorganized
the panel system and enforced the standard
that a panel member could only serve for up
to three consecutive years.

The NEA also carried out a discipline-by-
discipline audit of its practices. In 1979, the
NEA added two new areas of support to its
traditional dance programs—artistic person-
nel and rehearsal support—which helped
companies pay for existing and new artists

and performers as well as rehearsal time.

Rhoda Grauer, then-director of the Dance Program, noted that the United States was

“the center, virtually the Mecca, of the international dance community.” Grauer

praised the field of American dance as one in which “there are choreographers who

use classical vocabularies and choreographers who invent whole new languages of

movement.” In dance instruction, according to Grauer, “Though we have few

national dance conservatories and though training in this country has evolved inde-

pendently and erratically, much of our teaching and our dancers’ technical and

performance standards are among the world’s finest. Still, acceptance has not come

easily. In 1965, there was only a handful of high quality, fully professional dance

companies in the United States, almost all of them in New York.”
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In the field of literature, then-program director David Wilk described the NEA’s
Residencies for Writers Program, which had existed for several years, as “an attempt
to put writers in personal contact with their audiences.” The NEA had by then spent
several years assisting the Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines, an entity that
brought together and supported small press journals. The NEA “increased substan-
tially its support for innovative and experimental projects attempting to solve the
problems of distributing and promoting fine contemporary creative literature.”
These included funds for book buses run by the Plains Distribution Service of Fargo,
North Dakota, and the Visual Studies Workshop in Rochester, New York. In 1979,
“small presses” drew $380,000 in federal funds.

Many creative writing fellowships awarded during Chairman Biddle’s term went to
fledgling writers who subsequently became major figures in the literary world, includ-
ing Jane Smiley, T. C. Boyle, Paul Auster, Alice Walker, and Tobias Wolff. One of the
most noteworthy literary grants of the era supported the work of an author who had
taken his own life ten years earlier. In 1979, the Arts Endowment awarded Louisiana

State University (LSU) Press $3,500 to

,4 @nfeagracy Of defray publishing costs of a comic novel, A

: Dun{:es Confederacy of Dunces, by unknown writer
John Kennedy Toole. Toole had finished the
manuscript in the late 1960s while sta-
tioned with the U.S. Army in Puerto Rico,
where he had taught English to Spanish-
speaking recruits. After several publishers
rejected the work, Toole committed suicide
in 1969. But his mother, Thelma Toole,
assisted by novelist Walker Percy, managed
to place the work with LSU Press. With the
Arts Endowment’s help, the work was pub-
lished in 198o0. It was a critical and com-
mercial success, selling 50,000 copies the

first year and winning the 1981 Pulitzer

Prize for Fiction. It has since been translat-

A Confederacy of Dunces by John Kennedy ed into 18 languages, and there are nearly
Toole was published in 1980 by Louisiana
State University Press with support from the
Arts Endowment. (Image courtesy of
Louisiana State University Press) al projects in the area of new media. With

two million copies in print.

In 1979, the Endowment funded sever-
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a budget of $8 million, the Media Arts Program under the direction of Brian O’Do-
herty continued to fund the American Film Institute as well as radio, television, film
and video projects, and media arts centers. At the time, O’'Doherty warned that “pri-
vate funds for media arts centers [had] not been forthcoming in significant amount,”
and that “the work of the independent artist, which maintains an individual voice in
a mass medium overwhelmingly devoted to commercial ends, is still a misunder-
stood and underexploited resource.”

The direction of the Visual Arts Program had passed in 1977 to James Melchert,
an artist and professor at the University of California, Berkeley. In the NEA’s 1979
Annual Report, Melchert summarized the state of his discipline and its relationship
with the NEA by noting that in one year 7,000 painters, sculptors, crafts artists, and
photographers had applied for grants. Most of them were necessarily rejected, with
grants awarded at a ratio of three to one hundred applications (the broader ratio in
the NEA was one grant to four applications). Melchert was avid about defending the
grantees that were chosen and the criteria for their selection. “We are not success-
oriented, in the conventional sense,” he wrote in the Annual Report. “Our ideas of
success are different from the usual ones. A fellowship . . . might mean only that the
artist spent his time testing new ideas, learning which led up blind alleys and which
were artistically valid. We do not require our artists to be . . . popular, either, which is

sometimes quite different from having artistic merit.”
THE REGIONAL REPRESENTATIVES

In 1980, the Endowment finally reached its full complement of what were called
“regional representatives.” The regional representatives were the centerpiece of a
program initiated in 1972 by Nancy Hanks that would promote better communica-
tion between the Arts Endowment and individuals and organizations in different
areas of the country. These representatives, most of whom worked out of their
homes (and suitcases) with only part-time clerical help, provided vital links between
the NEA and those in near and distant states who might otherwise have regarded the
growing agency as a faceless and faraway bureaucracy. At the end of Chairman Bid-
dle’s term, the program had grown to 12 men and women employed to provide
information, contacts, and free services to artists, organizations, and the public.

The “reps” traveled extensively throughout their regions, conducted workshops,
represented the NEA at special events, assisted would-be applicants, assuaged

unsuccessful ones, and answered hundreds of mail and telephone inquiries. Tied to
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their regions, with a history of involvement with arts organizations, they brought the
agency leadership into closer contact with local conditions. They reduced the sense
of isolation that many actual and potential applicants felt, helped people all over the
country learn about the NEA—in particular its grants review process—and enabled
those at the Endowment to understand more fully the needs, trends, populations,
and regional differences that characterize the arts in the United States. The number
of regional representatives was reduced to seven a few years later, and the program
ultimately ended in 1991.

MAJOR ACCOMPLISHMENTS

Reporting near the end of his term, Livingston Biddle wrote in 1980, “The Endow-
ment has had some controversial moments; and yet controversy is the yeast that
makes the creative loaf rise.” During Biddle’s chairmanship, he and his staff took
advantage of a relatively tranquil era to expand support for diverse artists reflecting
American society. The Biddle era was one in which the Arts Endowment attained a
well-defined stature as an institution representing American creative aspirations.
There were difficulties in trying to reflect a splintering and volatile art world, but Bid-
dle met them by developing new programs for historically underrepresented
groups, supporting both traditional and avant-garde art.
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Frank Hodsoll, NEA Chairman 1981-89. (NEA File Photo)



CHAPTER §

The Reagan Era

HE ELECTION OF President Reagan in 1980 brought a different
philosophy to the federal government, and initially, many in the new Administration
questioned the propriety and expense of a public agency funding the arts. The NEA’s
next chairman, Frank Hodsoll, faced a number of challenges, including a funding
cut. By the end of his second term in 1989, however, the NEA emerged with a budget
increased to $169 million. Important new initiatives such as the American Jazz Mas-
ter Fellowship—now known as NEA Jazz Masters—and the National Medal of Arts
were created, and the agency assumed the mantle of leadership in arts education. At
the same time, and deriving primarily from Hodsoll's background in government
and public policy, the Arts Endowment focused on building infrastructures and sup-
port networks for the arts, cultivating new audiences, and fostering sustainability
among arts organizations.

Hodsoll came to the Arts Endowment from the staff of the Reagan White House.
With a background as a lawyer and U.S. Army officer, and with 14 years in the For-
eign Service, he had joined his friend James A. Baker III in the Reagan election
campaign. While working on the campaign, Hodsoll was asked to look into the rea-
sons why Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Director David Stockman was
trying to “zero out”—completely abolish—the NEA.

Interviewed almost a quarter-century later, Hodsoll recalled that, at the time, he
barely knew what the NEA was or why it was targeted for elimination. As it hap-
pened, the matter was an early expression of the “culture war” between liberals and

conservatives that was then emerging in American life. A former U.S. Representa-
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tive, David Stockman viewed the NEA as
one of many examples of the federal gov-
ernment’s excessive influence in public
life. Inheriting a sluggish economy and a
large federal deficit, Stockman was look-
ing for programs to cut in order to restrict
the size of the federal government.

The first indicators of the new Adminis-
tration’s direction were not promising.
Under the alarming headline, “Pages from
Budget Director Stockman’s ‘Black Book’”
(Washington Post, February 8, 1981), a story
appeared with the following notes and
comments about a proposed 50 percent
budget cut: “Reductions of this magni-

tude are premised on the notion that the

Actor Charlton Heston was a member of

Administration should completely revamp
the Presidential Task Force that studied arts

and humanities issues in 1981. (Photo by
John St. Clair) port. For too long, the Endowments have

federal policy for arts and humanities sup-

spread federal financing into an ever-
wider range of artistic and literary endeavor, promoting the notion that the federal
government should be the financial patron and first resort for both individuals and
institutions engaged in artistic and literary pursuits. This policy has resulted in a
reduction in the historic role of private individual and corporate philanthropic sup-
port in these key areas.” The Reagan Administration had to consider whether arts
funding should continue at existing levels when cuts were to be made in welfare and
other social programs.

Initially, Livingston Biddle bore the responsibility of defending the Arts Endow-
ment, but for the most part, Hodsoll led the fight in the Reagan White House. Rea-
gan was not strongly motivated to abolish the Endowments. As an actor himself, the
President had many friends in the arts, including Charlton Heston, Reagan’s succes-
sor as president of the Screen Actors Guild and an early member of the National
Council on the Arts. In addition, the Heritage Foundation, an intellectual redoubt of
the Reagan revolution, in its first Mandate for Leadership volume (1980), endorsed
the purposes of the Arts and Humanities Endowments, while urging greater adher-
ence to those purposes and better management of Endowment programs.
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In response, the Reagan White House established a presidential task force to
study whether the National Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment
for the Humanities should continue. Headed by Hannah H. Gray, president of the
University of Chicago; Daniel J. Terra, art collector and ambassador-at-large for cul-
tural affairs; and Charlton Heston, the task force held hearings and ultimately
recommended keeping the Endowments alive and well funded. In accepting the
report of the task force, President Reagan pointed out that the two Endowments,
beginning in 1965, “accountfed] for only 10 percent of the donations to the arts and
scholarship. Nonetheless, they have served an important role in catalyzing addition-
al private support, assisting excellence in arts and letters, and helping to assure the
availability of arts and scholarship.” The task force eventually became the Presi-
dent’s Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, established by Executive Order
in1982.

Hodsoll asked to be considered for the chairmanship of the Arts Endowment.
“Everyone said I was nuts,” he later recalled, as President Reagan agreed to name
him NEA chairman. Frank Hodsoll was sworn in as the fourth Arts Endowment
chairman by Chief Justice Warren E. Burger on November 13, 1981, with the three
former NEA chairmen—Roger Stevens, Nancy Hanks, and Livingston Biddle—
present at the ceremony. By the time he assumed the post in November 1981,
however, a number of discipline directors had resigned. Hodsoll had ample opportu-
nity to reappoint existing program directors or select new ones.

Hodsoll expressed optimism about his mission. In 1981, the final year of the Bid-
dle chairmanship, the NEA’s budget rose to nearly $160 million. The following year
Hodsoll had to contend with a cut of 10 percent, to $143.5 million in 1982—the first
budget cut in the Arts Endowment’s history—but the reduction was far less than the
50 percent proposed by Stockman, and more favorable momentum was gathering.
“The arts in America are alive and well,” Hodsoll wrote. “Our country continues to
have the greatest variety of excellence of any country in the world. There are dozens
of regional theaters . . . there are painters and sculptors everywhere. Post-modern
architecture begins here. [There is] a greater variety of first-class orchestras than in
any other single country. We are a world center for ballet and modern dance. There
are great museums. And artists from around the world continue to flock to this

country. This is a tribute to the nation.”
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THE NEA JAzz MASTERS PROGRAM

The year 1982 saw the inauguration of one of the NEA’s most significant programs,
the NEA Jazz Masters Fellowship, a lifetime achievement award honoring outstand-
ing exponents of an art form that is undeniably unique in its American origins and
character. The award was conceived in April 1980 when Aida Chapman, then assis-
tant director of Music, wrote a position paper in which she posed several ideas for
honoring the jazz field, including establishing a Jazz Hall of Fame. By the time the
NEA acted, it was 1982 and the first NEA Jazz Masters Fellowships were awarded
under Adrian Gnam’s leadership as director of Music.

The first trio of NEA Jazz Masters, named in 1982, represented distinct traditions
and levels of experimentation in music: Roy Eldridge (1911-89), Sun Ra (1914—93),
and Dizzy Gillespie (1917-93). Eldridge, a trumpeter, was a leading representative of
the transitional generation between Louis Armstrong’s Dixieland, the big-band era,
and the bebop style. Eldridge had played in the Teddy Hill band with saxophonist
Leon “Chu” Berry, a brilliant performer whose career ended when he died in a car
accident at age 33.

Sun Ra, originally known as Herman “Sonny” Blount, was a remarkable innovator
famous for his cosmic spirituality and “space alien” persona, as well as his startling
improvisations and pioneering use of electronic music. He moved from issuing
and selling his own albums in the 1950s to producing a multimedia show, the Sun
Ra Arkestra, which included singers, dancers, martial artists, film, and original
costumes.

John Birks “Dizzy” Gillespie was an authentic giant of the bebop era; he and Char-
lie “Bird” Parker were its two leading figures. The impact of Gillespie’s innovations
is heard in the work of every jazz trumpeter who followed him, and his compositions
have been played and replayed. In the 1940s, Gillespie formed a big band, and fellow
musicians included such future stars as Yusef Lateef and John Coltrane; his rhythm
section brought together John Lewis, Milt Jackson, Kenny Clarke, and Ray Brown.
The latter four went on to organize the Modern Jazz Quartet, and all were later
selected as NEA Jazz Masters.

In the years that followed, the NEA Jazz Masters Fellowship became America’s
most prestigious honor in the field. In 1991, when jazz biographer D. Antoinette
Handy was Music director, the NEA enhanced the program by having the recipients
collect their award during a concert ceremony. The first ceremony was held at the
Sheraton Hotel in Washington, DC, with support from Chevron (USA) and the
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Yamaha Music Corporation. The events
were coordinated by the Charlin Jazz Soci-
ety in conjunction with the 18th Annual
International Association of Jazz Educa-
tors (IAJE) conference, and the evening
celebrated all 277 previous NEA Jazz Mas-
ters along with four new inductees: Danny
Barker, Buck Clayton, Andy Kirk, and Clark
Terry. Wynton Marsalis served as master of
ceremonies.

In 2008, Arts Endowment Chairman
Dana Gioia noted with satisfaction that in
the 26 years since the NEA Jazz Masters
program began, not only has the award’s

prestige grown, but also the individual

stipend has reached $25,000, and the

Dizzy Gillespie was one of the first
recipients of the NEA Jazz Masters Award
in 1982. (Photo by Martin Cohen) risen from three to six. One of these

awards, the A. B. Spellman NEA Jazz Mas-

number of awards given each year has

ters Award for Jazz Advocacy, named for the veteran agency official and jazz
historian, is presented to a non-performing jazz advocate who has made major con-
tributions to the field. Cultural critic Nat Hentoff received the first NEA jazz advocate
award in 2004.

Since 1982, the NEA Jazz Masters award has encompassed outstanding talents
across the generational span, from Count Basie to Cecil Taylor, from Ahmad Jamal to
Dave Brubeck, from Ella Fitzgerald to Tony Bennett. The extraordinary variety of jazz
idioms reflected what A. B. Spellman called “the old jazz principle that ‘you've got to

9

make it new.”” For many years, the NEA Jazz Masters award had been presented ata
concert held during the annual conference of IAJE. Working with Jazz at Lincoln Cen-
ter, and with funding from the Verizon Foundation, the NEA also produced an online

curriculum for high school students called NEA Jazz in the Schools.
NATIONAL MEDAL OF ARTS ESTABLISHED

In 1984, President Reagan signed legislation establishing the National Medal of Arts

as the nation’s highest award to artists and art patrons. This presidential award was
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President Ronald Reagan presenting the National Medal of Arts to visual artist Romare Bearden in
1987. (Photo by Mary Anne Fackelman-Miner, White House)

destined, like other NEA honors, to become a hallmark of American creative excel-
lence. Drawing from nominations by private citizens, members of Congress, and
arts groups, the National Council on the Arts makes recommendations and submits
them to the President. The medal itself was designed by sculptor Robert Graham fol-
lowing a public competition.

The National Medal of Arts was first presented at a White House luncheon on
April 23, 1985. The first set of recipients included a stellar group of American artists
and patrons:

« Elliott Carter, composer

- Ralph Ellison, novelist

« José Ferrer, actor

- Martha Graham, dancer and choreographer

« Lincoln Kirstein, dance impresario

- Louise Nevelson, sculptor
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« Georgia O’Keefte, painter

« Leontyne Price, opera singer

« Dorothy Chandler, patron

« Alice Tully, patron

« Paul Mellon, patron

Another recipient was not an individual, but a corporation, Hallmark Cards, Inc.,
for its longstanding support of the arts.

National Medal of Arts recipients in the second Reagan Administration included
film directors Frank Capra and Gordon Parks, composers Aaron Copland and Virgil
Thomson, painters Willem de Kooning and Romare Bearden, choreographers Agnes
de Mille and Jerome Robbins, folklorist Alan Lomax, philosopher and critic Lewis
Mumford, fiction writers Eudora Welty and Saul Bellow, and poets Howard Nemerov

and Robert Penn Warren—a constellation of the nation’s most creative talents.
TWENTIETH ANNIVERSARY

In 1985, the NEA celebrated its twentieth anniversary. On March 25, the Academy of
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences awarded a special Oscar to the NEA for its service
to the arts, and six months later, the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences
awarded the Arts Endowment an Emmy. Frank Hodsoll was renominated as NEA
chairman, and President Reagan declared September 23-29 of that year National
Arts Week. First Lady Nancy Reagan served as
honorary chairman of the Twentieth Anniver-
sary Committee, headed by Charlton Heston.
Widespread public support for the Arts En-
dowment was manifested in more than 8oo
NEA anniversary events around the country.
Additionally, the NEA’s budget rose to $164.7
million.

As another marker of its twentieth anniver-
sary, the Arts Endowment sponsored Buying
Time, edited by Scott Walker, an anthology of
work by recipients of the NEA Literature Fel-

lowships over the years. Published by Graywolf

NEA Chairman Frank Hodsoll (right) shares
the agency’s Academy Award with President
prised an anthology of America’s best poets  Reagan. (NEA File Photo)

Press in St. Paul, Minnesota, the volume com-
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and short-story writers. The poets in Buying Time included John Ashbery, John
Berryman, Louise Bogan, Lucille Clifton, Robert Duncan, Allen Ginsberg, Louise
Glick, Galway Kinnell, Etheridge Knight, Stanley Kunitz, Philip Levine, W. S.
Merwin, Kenneth Rexroth, Muriel Rukeyser, May Sarton, and Charles Wright.
Fiction was represented by Paul Bowles, Raymond Carver, Louise Erdrich, John
Gardner, John Hawkes, Maxine Hong Kingston, Grace Paley, Marge Piercy, Isaac
Bashevis Singer, and Tobias Wolff. The playwriting section featured the work of
Maria Irene Fornes. It was an extraordinary roster of literary talent and a fitting trib-
ute to two decades of NEA support of literature.

GRANT PATTERNS CONTINUE

At the onset of the Reagan Administration, the NEA’s grants, based on peer review,
generally followed the patterns previously established. Many of the same institu-
tions continued to appear on lists of grantees, prompting concern about the
rigor—or lack of it—in the application review process.

Determined to ensure that the panels forwarded only artistically worthy applica-
tions for funding, Chairman Hodsoll personally reviewed hundreds of applications,
including supporting materials and panel notes. Applications which he believed
failed to meet the standard of artistic excellence, lacked adequate support for fund-
ing, or raised policy issues were selected for additional review and discussion by the
National Council on the Arts at its quarterly meetings. In some instances, a majority
of council members agreed with the chairman’s judgment and recommended that
the applications be rejected. In accordance with the NEA legislation, Chairman Hod-
soll made the decisions himself, after considering the recommendations from
panels and the National Council on the Arts.

Hodsoll was assisted in this regard by Associate Deputy Chairman for Programs
Ruth Berenson, whom he had brought to the Arts Endowment from her earlier work
as art critic and writer for the National Review. The panels were required to docu-
ment more fully, and for the record, their recommendations—not just reasons for
rejections, but their rationales for funding, reinforcing Hodsoll’s resolve to support
only the most artistically meritorious among the 20,000 or more applications
received each year.

In 1982, Hodsoll emphasized that private donations for the arts would remain the
most important component of arts support in a “pluralistic system . . . in which no

one sector dominates.” But he also called for new practices needed to address devel-
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Cowboy Poetry

If asked for an example of cowboy poetry,
many Americans might only know Dr.
Brewster Higley’s lyrics for “Home on the
Range.” Cowboy poetry, however, is a
vibrant and beloved genre, with fans
across the United States. Influenced by
the rhythms of gospel, hymns, and other
musical genres, its ballad style—charac-
terized mostly by rhyme and authentic
detail— has roots that stretch back to
the 1860s. Since then, wranglers and
buckaroos have entertained each other
in bunkhouses and on trail drives with
poems they have memorized or made up
on the spot.

The year 1985 marked the beginning
of the National Endowment for the Arts’
contribution to this unique art form with
support for the first annual Cowboy Poetry
Gathering, held in the railroad town of
Elko, Nevada, and sponsored by the West-
ern Folklife Center. To prepare for the
event, folklorist Hal Cannon and his col-
leagues surveyed ranchers to explore the
heritage of contemporary cowboy poetry
and determine its popularity. The reach of
cowboy poetry surprised them all when
attendance at this first gathering of cow-
boy poets in the middle of winter exceeded
five times the expected number. Within
five years, dozens of similar 